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PHILOSOPHY AND BA¯T. INISM IN
AL-ANDALUS: IBN MASARRA’S RISA¯LAT
AL-I ↪TIBA¯R AND THE RASA¯↩IL IKHWA¯N
AL-S. AFA¯↩
∗
Godefroid de Callatay¨
Universite´ catholique du Louvain
Could it be that Ibn Masarra, the first Andalus¯ı author to be credited
with an original form of thinking,1 was influenced by the Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩?
Put this way, the question may look surprising. Muh.ammad b. ↪Abd
Alla¯h al-Jabal¯ı, nicknamed Ibn Masarra, died in his place of retreat in
the Sierra of Co´rdoba in 319/931.2 On the other hand, according to a
∗This article is the result of a research conducted at the University of Barcelona on
the occasion of a sabbatical leave (September 2012–August 2013) from the University
of Louvain. I am grateful to Miquel Forcada (Universitat de Barcelona), chief inves-
tigator of the project “La evolucio´n de la ciencia en la sociedad de al-Andalus desde
la Alta Edad Media al pre-Renacimiento y su repercusio´n en las culturas europeas
y a´rabes (siglos X–XV): entre la ciencia antigua y la moderna” (FFI2011–30092–
C02–01)” for offering me a temporary place in his team. My stay in Barcelona also
benefited from the support of our research Project in Louvain “Speculum Arabicum:
Objectifying the contribution of the Arab-Muslim world to the history of sciences
and ideas: the sources and resources of medieval encyclopaedism” (“Communaute´
franc¸aise de Belgique — Actions de Recherche Concerte´es no12/17–042”). My thanks
to Vahid Brown, Daniel De Smet, Michael Ebstein, Nader El-Bizri, Maribel Fierro,
Miquel Forcada, Mercedes Garc´ıa-Arenal, Se´bastien Moureau and Sarah Stroumsa for
various suggestions to improve the form and the content of the present contribution.
1Cruz-Herna´ndez, El pensamiento de al-Andalus, p. 344.
2For the biography of Ibn Masarra, as opposed to his doctrinal system, the pio-
neering study of As´ın Palacios, Ibn Masarra y su escuela: Or´ıgenes de la filosof´ıa
hispano-musulmana, originally published in 1914 and republished on various occa-
sions (last Spanish version in: As´ın Palacios, Tres estudios, pp. 1–216, which is
referred to here), remains partly valid. As is well-known, As´ın Palacios’s study is
entirely based upon external evidence, since none of Ibn Masarra’s works had been
discovered in his time. However, the list of classical sources used by As´ın needs to
be supplemented with two other, more recent, studies, one of which prior to the
re-discovering of Ibn Masarra’s original works, and the other posterior to it, yet
both unfortunately remained unpublished, namely: Morris, Ibn Masarra. A Recon-
sideration of the Primary Sources (Harvard, 1973), particularly pp. i–xxxvii of the
“Appendix” on sources; Brown, Muh. ammad b. Masarra al-Jabal¯ı and his place in
medieval Islamic history: towards a reappraisal (Reed College, 2006), in particular
pp. 39–91 (“Sources for the study of Ibn Masarra: a chronological survey”).
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famous statement by Tawh. ı¯d¯ı (d. 414/1023),
3 the authors of the Rasa¯↩il
Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ were active in Iraq at the beginning of the 370/980s,
which has prompted a majority of modern scholars to date the compi-
lation of the Ikhwa¯nian corpus to the same years. According to other
external evidence, in this case the T. abaqa¯t al-umam of S. a¯↪id al-Andalus¯ı
(d. 462/1070), the first introduction of the Rasa¯↩il to al-Andalus would
date back to the first half of the 11th century and would be due to
Kirma¯n¯ı (d. 458/1066), a disciple of the eminent scientist Maslama al-
Majr¯ıt.¯ı (d. ca. 398/1007).
4 These data are clearly incompatible with the
hypothesis that Ibn Masarra may have known of the Brethren’s ency-
clopaedia.
However, in a recent article focused on the Ikhwa¯n’s influence upon
the Rutbat al-h. ak¯ım and the Gha¯yat al-h. ak¯ım,
5 I brought together a se-
ries of elements which, in addition to confirming in full the identification
of the traditionist and occultist Maslama al-Qurt.ub¯ı (d. 353/964) as the
author of the Rutba and the Gha¯ya (a proposition formulated by Maribel
Fierro in 19966), also lead us to seriously reconsider the dates usually
admitted for the compilation of the Rasa¯↩il in the East as well as for
the introduction of the corpus in the western part of the Arab-Muslim
world. From passages of the Rutba which are analyzed in detail in this
article one has to infer, indeed, that from the first half of the 4th/10th
century the Epistles of the Brethren not only existed in Iraq, their place
of origin, but also successfully circulated through al-Andalus, and this in
a form which must have been comparable to that of the corpus of about
fifty epistles that has come to us via an extremely rich manuscript tradi-
tion.7 From those passages of the Rutba, one may as well infer that it is
the same Maslama al-Qurt.ub¯ı who introduced them in the Peninsula for
the first time, and it would seem probable in this context that he did it
on his way back from his long travel in the Middle East at the end of the
320/930s. On the other hand, nothing is known with certainty about
the dates at which the compilation and the circulation of the Rasa¯↩il
3Tawh. ı¯d¯ı, al-Imta¯↪ wa-’l-mu↩a¯nasa, ed. Amı¯n, Ah. mad and al-Zayn, Ah. mad
(Cairo, 1939–1944), vol. 2, pp. 3–6. See also Stern, “New information,” pp. 405–
428.
4S. a¯↪id al-Andalus¯ı, T. abaqa¯t al-umam, ed. Cheikho, in Blache`re, Livre des
cate´gories des nations, pp. 70–71.
5de Callatay¨, “Magia en al-Andalus.”
6Fierro, “Ba¯t.inism in al-Andalus.”
7On the manuscript tradition of the Epistles, see Poonawala, “Why we need an
Arabic critical edition.” In a note from his “Prologue” to the volume Epistles of the
Brethren of Purity. The Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ and their Rasa¯↩il: an introduction, Nader
El-Bizri states that he was able to locate over one hundred manuscripts, complete
or partial, of the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, a figure which testifies to the impressive
success enjoyed over the centuries by this collection of texts, in spite of its clearly
heterodox nature.
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began in the East. Yet, in the face of the multiple problems raised by
the internal evidence of the corpus on the one hand and, on the other, of
the relative value that one must assign to external evidence of the type
provided by Tawh. ı¯d¯ı, it is perfectly reasonable to surmise that the “Cor-
pus Ikhwanianum,” like what we know of the “Corpus Jabirianum,” is
the result of a process which may have extended for several generations,
a fact that would invite us to situate its inception a long time before
the period suggested by Tawh. ı¯d¯ı’s statement. In a recent presentation
of the issues at stake when studying the corpus, Carmela Baffioni went
as far as suggesting the year 840 as the possible terminus a quo of the
compilation.8 Instead of viewing the authors of the Epistles as following
Ibn Masarra by half a century, as is still a common practice today, these
considerations rather lead us to regard them as his contemporaries, or
even as his predecessors.
Having said that, it does not seem reasonable to formulate the hy-
pothesis that Ibn Masarra could have had at hand one of the copies of
the Ikhwa¯nian corpus which began to circulate in al-Andalus after al-
Qurt.ub¯ı’s return to his homeland, for this took place when Ibn Masarra
was already dead. If one has to suppose that Ibn Masarra may have
had access to a copy of the work or that he may have been more or less
directly influenced by it, the most probable assumption is that this came
about in the East or during his stay in North Africa. In this respect,
it is worthwhile mentioning, in the first place, the journey which Ibn
Masarra made to Mecca and Medina, via Qayrawa¯n, at the beginning
of the 4th/10th century before returning to Al-Andalus, in all likelihood
when the reign of the caliph ↪Abd al-Rah.ma¯n III (r. 300/912–350/961)
had already begun.9 Along with Ibn Masarra’s own journey and with
the intellectual encounters which he may have had the opportunity to
make there, one will also need to consider other possible channels of
transmission, for instance the sojourns accomplished in the East during
the same period by the numerous Andalus¯ı thinkers who are known to
have been in relation with Ibn Masarra. In the final part of the present
study, I offer some elements of reflection about the pertinence of such a
hypothesis.
In his “Noticia sobre la publicacio´n de obras ine´ditas de Ibn Masarra,”
Emilio Tornero already hinted at the benefit one could draw from a re-
8Baffioni, “Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩.”
9As´ın Palacios, Tres estudios, pp. 47–48: “La fecha de su regreso a Espan˜a nos
es desconocida; so´lo cabe sospechar que le decidieran a repatriarse las noticias de
pacificacio´n del pa´ıs, que coincidio´ con la subida al trono del gran ↪Abd al-Rah. ma¯n
III, cuya pol´ıtica, ma´s tolerante y amiga de los estudios, invitar´ıa a Ibn Masarra
a reanudar en Co´rdoba su interrumpido magisterio.” See also Le´vi-Provenc¸al, “A`
propos de l’asce`te philosophe Ibn Masarra de Cordoue,” p. 81.
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search aimed at “aproximar a Ibn Masarra, ma´s bien hacia los isma¯ ↪¯ıl´ıes,
como quiere H. Corbin, o tal vez mejor hacia el pensamiento de los Ijwa¯n
en el sentido en que los entiende I.R. Netton, esto es, fundamentalmente,
como el pensamiento de filo´sofos neoplato´nicos ma´s que propiamente
isma¯ ↪¯ıl´ıes.”10 Since then, modern research on Ibn Masarra has included
some observations and textual comparisons between his works and the
Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ which indeed point to this direction, but these
observations and comparisons, justified and numerous as they are, have
so far been made in a disorganized manner.11 In the present article,
I shall seek to provide a better-structured form for this comparison of
texts. I therefore aim to place the elements of the discussion in line with
a limited series of issues or motifs which appear to me at the same time
sufficiently inter-related and sufficiently circumscribed to well-defined
portions of text, so as to provide more representative examples.
In fact, the present contribution will be limited to the comparison
between the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ and Ibn Masarra’s Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r,
a comparison prompted by the similarity between the two works in terms
of contents and perspective. We shall thus leave for another study the
comparison between the Rasa¯↩il and the Kita¯b khawa¯s.s. al-h. uru¯f, the
other work by Ibn Masarra whose original text is accessible to us.12
10Tornero, “Noticia,” p. 63.
11See in particular Stroumsa and Sviri, “Ibn Masarra and his Epistle on contem-
plation,” p. 210, n. 37: “As our commentary to the Epistle on contemplation shows,
these terms are found in abundance in the Epistles of the pure brethren. These epis-
tles are usually thought to have been composed later than Ibn Masarra. However,
the striking similarities in both language and ideas with Ibn Masarra’s texts strongly
suggest a common intellectual milieu which produced them both”; p. 214: “In Ibn
Masarra’s intellectual profile, one sees also the unmistakable traits of Isma¯↪¯ıl¯ı-Sh¯ı↪¯ı
teachings. These traits strongly suggest his association with an intellectual-mystical
milieu close to that which, later on, produced the Epistles of the pure brethren.” For
the sake of convenience, Stroumsa and Sviri divide the text of the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r
into 47 paragraphs. In the detailed commentary which they provide on the Risa¯la,
the parallels with the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ are found in the paragraphs 3 (p. 227),
4 (p. 227), 5 (p. 228), 7 (p. 229), 10 (pp. 230–231), 12 (pp. 231–232), 14 (p. 232), 19
(p. 233), 20 (p. 234), 21 (pp. 234–235), 33 (p. 239), 35 (p. 240), 39 (pp. 241–242).
The parallels with the Risa¯lat al-ja¯mi ↪a are found in the paragraphs 3 (p. 226), 7 (p.
229), 9 (p. 230). See also Ebstein and Sviri, “The so-called Risa¯lat al-h. uru¯f (Epistle
on Letters) ascribed to Sahl al-Tustar¯ı and letter mysticism in al-Andalus,” in par-
ticular pp. 224–230 (“Esoteric Teachings in al-Andalus”); Ebstein, “The word of God
and the divine will,” especially pp. 260–267 (“Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩”), pp. 268–270 (“Ibn
Masarra”).
12In their article on the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r, Stroumsa and Sviri observe (p. 214) that
the features that the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ and Kita¯b khawa¯s.s. al-h. uru¯f have in
common are even more conspicuous than those one finds between the Rasa¯↩il and the
Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r.
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Scholarly debates concerning Ibn Masarra
and the Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩
Since the re-discovering in 1972 by Muh.ammad Kama¯l Ibra¯h¯ım Ja↪far of
the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r and the Kita¯b khawa¯s.s. al-h. uru¯f of Ibn Masarra,
13
studies on the Andalus¯ı thinker have multiplied, and various editions
of his works have been published, first by Ja↪far himself14 and then
by Joseph Kenny (in this case only the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r)15 as well as
by Pilar Garrido Clemente.16 All these editions are based on the only
manuscript of these works known to this date, namely MS 3168 from
the Chester Beatty Collection in Dublin.17 In addition to the English
translation provided by Kenny in the above-mentioned study, two an-
notated translations of the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r have been published, one
in Spanish by Garrido Clemente18 and the other in English by Sarah
Stroumsa and Sara Sviri,19 and both Garrido Clemente and Stroumsa
and Sviri have announced in these studies that they expected to publish
their respective translations of the Kita¯b khawa¯s.s. al-h. uru¯f soon. Of a
third work ascribed to Ibn Masarra and known from secondary sources
as the Tawh. ı¯d al-mu¯q¯ın¯ın (“The affirmation of oneness by those who
enjoy certainty”), and of a fourth known as the Kita¯b al-taby¯ın (“The
book of explanation”) little is known, given that the original texts have
not been found so far, and given that the sources which mention them
are rare and rather uninformative.20
Regarding the impressive studies already available on Ibn Masarra,
it seems important to observe the following. Whether it be before or
after the re-discovery of the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r and the Kita¯b khawa¯s.s. al-
h. uru¯f, one could easily verify that a great part, if not the majority of
13Ja↪far, “Min mu↩allafa¯t Ibn Masarra al-mafqu¯da.”
14Ja↪far, Min qad. a¯ya¯ al-fikr al-isla¯mı¯: Dira¯sa wa-nus. u¯s. (Cairo, Maktabat Da¯r
al-↪Ulu¯m, 1978), pp. 311–360 (republished in Ja↪far, Min al-tura¯th al-falsaf¯ı li-Ibn
Masarra, pp. 24–40 and pp. 75–110).
15Kenny, “Ibn Masarra: his Risa¯la al-i ↪tiba¯r.”
16Garrido Clemente, “Edicio´n cr´ıtica de la Risa¯lat al I ↪tiba¯r de Ibn Masarra” and
“Edicio´n cr´ıtica del K. Jawa¯s.s. al-h. uru¯f de Ibn Masarra.”
17Description of the manuscript in Arberry, The Chester Beatty Library, vol. 1, pp.
68–69.
18Garrido Clemente, “Traduccio´n anotada de la Risa¯lat al I ↪tiba¯r de Ibn Masarra
de Co´rdoba.”
19Stroumsa and Sviri, “Ibn Masarra and his Epistle on contemplation”
20See Morris, “Reconsideration,” p. xxx; Brown, “Reappraisal,” p. 42. On a fifth
work ascribed to Ibn Masarra and known through but one manuscript under the title
Al-Ghar¯ıb al-muntaqa¯ min kala¯m al-tuqa¯ (“The uncommon expressions as selected
from the speech of the God-fearing”), see the contribution of Garrido Clemente in
Ramo´n Guerrero [and Garrido Clemente], “Ibn Masarra al-Qurt.ub¯ı,” pp. 150–154.
On Tawh. ı¯d al-mu¯q¯ın¯ın, see Stroumsa, “Ibn Masarra’s third book.” I am grateful to
Sarah Stroumsa for sharing this article with me before its publication.
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modern studies on Ibn Masarra, have been dedicated, basically, to the
issue of determining to which group or category of thinkers he belonged.
Symptomatic of this tendency is, for instance, Garrido Clemente’s ar-
ticle entitled “¿Era Ibn Masarra de Co´rdoba un filo´sofo?,” where its
author reviews a series of “visiones contrastantes” of her predecessors
— Emilio Tornero21, Claude Addas22, Samuel Stern23, Rafael Ramo´n
Guerrero24 and Pierre Lory25 — so as to show that the Masarr¯ı work
gives rise to different readings and conclusions.26 After having ruled
out as inappropriate a large series of descriptions,27 Garrido Clemente
ends with attempting to formulate her own interpretation: “Personal-
mente considero a Ibn Masarra un hermeneuta y pensador mı´stico sunn´ı
genuinamente isla´mico, de inspiracio´n netamente escrituraria y suf´ı, vin-
culado por su formacio´n a la escuela jur´ıdica malek´ı, con una dimensio´n
neoplato´nica general propia de la koine´ intelectual de la e´poca.”
It is not at all certain that such a definition will convince all those who
have read Ibn Masarra’s works, which is hardly surprising since, as Gar-
rido rightly points out in the same paragraph: “Parece claro que las dis-
tintas posturas y concepciones dependen ba´sicamente y a fin de cuentas,
de diferencias conceptuales relativas a la compleja definicio´n de te´rminos
como “sufismo,” “gnosis,” “filosof´ıa” o “revelacio´n,” que pueden, en
definitiva, considerarse desde diversas perspectivas, con mayor o menor
amplitud.”
If I think that it is worth recalling here Ibn Masarra’s complex and
elusive intellectual profile, it is mainly because something comparable,
and with very much the same sort of emphasis, also appears in the lit-
erature on the Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩. What can be inferred from the classical
sources about these authors is so conjectural and at times so contradic-
tory that it has favored in ancient and modern scholarship a spectrum
of interpretation which could scarcely be broader. As Abbas Hamdani
summarized it in one of his numerous articles about the problems raised
by the Ikhwa¯nian compilation: “Having taken their stand on the date of
composition of the Rasa¯↩il, scholars have argued whether its authors were
21Tornero, “Noticia.”
22Addas, “Andalus¯ı mysticism.”
23Stern, “Ibn Masarra, follower of Pseudo-Empedocles – an illusion.”
24Ramo´n Guerrero, “Ibn Masarra, gno´stico y mı´stico andalus´ı.”
25Lory, “Ibn Masarra.”
26Garrido Clemente, “¿Era Ibn Masarra de Co´rdoba un filo´sofo?,” p. 130.
27Ibid., p. 130: “¿Era Ibn Masarra un ba¯t.in¯ı que prescind´ıa del exoterismo?; ¿era
mu↪tazil¯ı?; ¿un sˇ¯ı ↪¯ı disimulado, tal vez ismael´ı?; ¿esta´ su pensamiento inspirado
en el llamado Pseudo-Empe´docles?; ¿era un racionalista que situaba la libre razo´n
especulativa a la altura de la profec´ıa o por encima de ella?; ¿era un plotiniano
emanantista?; ¿era un pante´ısta here´tico?; ¿un revolucionario que adoctrinaba a sus
seguidores en extran˜as teor´ıas socio-pol´ıticas con oscuras interpretaciones del Cora´n?”
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Sunn¯ıs or Sh¯ı↪¯ıs; if Sunn¯ıs, whether they were Mu↪tazil¯ı or S. u¯f¯ı; if Sh¯ı↪¯ıs,
whether they were Zayd¯ı, Ithna¯-↪Ashar¯ı, Fa¯t.imid or Qarmatian.”
28
In a way which resembles what we have just recalled about Ibn
Masarra, modern studies on the Ikhwa¯n reflect a tendency which places
a disproportionate emphasis on formulating the identification of the au-
thors as representatives of such or such ideological group, as was already
noted by Netton in his introductory book to the thought of the Ikhwa¯n
al-s.afa¯↩.
29 As a matter of fact, virtually all the descriptions used by Gar-
rido Clemente in her review of former interpretations about Ibn Masarra
have also been used with respect to the Brethren of Purity.
As to the link with S. u¯fism on which Garrido Clemente insists with
regard to the Andalus¯ı thinker, one could add that it could be justified
in about the same manner in the case of the Ikhwa¯n. It is fundamen-
tally as authors of S. u¯f¯ı inspiration that Susanne Diwald, for instance,
introduced them in the preliminary section of her German translation
of the third part of the corpus30 and, indeed, this is also how one is
led to consider them on the basis of the manuscript Atif Efendi 1681
of the Su¨leymaniye Library in Istanbul, a manuscript which dates from
578/1182 and which is known to be the oldest extant manuscript of the
encyclopaedia.31 Besides, at least in some epistles, and in particular in
epistle 46 on faith and on the characteristics of the believers, the authors
make use of a vocabulary which could easily be described as “typically
mystical.”32 All this does not allow us, however, to label the Brethren as
S. u¯f¯ı thinkers stricto sensu. In my previous publications on the Ikhwa¯n,
I have always stressed the eclecticism which I view as one of the most
distinctive features of their form of thinking, and it has always seemed
28Hamdani, “Arrangement,” p. 98.
29Netton, Muslim Neoplatonists: “It is small wonder that many scholars, with only
a few notable exceptions, have preferred to avoid textual exploration and exegesis;
indeed, as one scholar points out [Netton refers to A.L. Tibawi, “Ikhwa¯n as.-s.afa¯ and
their Rasa¯↩il”], most previous research has been concerned instead with a positive
identification of the authors of the Rasa¯↩il and a definitive dating of their work.”
30Diwald, Kita¯b Ih
˘
wa¯n as.-s.afa¯↩ (III), pp. 20–23.
31On the manuscripts of the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, see El-Bizri, “Prologue”;
Poonawala, “Why we need a critical edition.” About the reference to the “S. u¯f¯ıs” in
the Atif Efendi 1681, see also this same article by Poonawala, p. 47: “In the latter
[that is, MS Atif Efendi], after the title of each epistle except the first, the following
expression is repeated: ‘f¯ı tahdh¯ıb al-nafs wa-is. la¯h. al-akhla¯q min kala¯m al-S. u¯fiyya’
(‘On the cleansing of the soul and the refinement of the character, from the words
of the Sufis’), while such expressions are absent from the Bombay edition. Those
expressions clearly imply that the Rasa¯↩il was compiled by the Sufis. This is another
case of obvious interpolation, which suggests that copies of the Rasa¯↩il circulated
widely among the Sufis who tried to appropriate the epistles for themselves.”
32Khoury-Samani, “Les Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ et la mystique,” in particular, pp. 318–327;
see also: Netton, Muslim Neoplatonists, pp. 49–50.
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to me an error to reduce this thinking to one component in particular.33
Something very similar could be said, in my mind, about Ibn Masarra:
is it so incompatible to be a Neoplatonic philosopher and a mystical fig-
ure at the same time? As Mercedes Garc´ıa-Arenal wrote in her study of
messianism in the Muslim West, it would rather seem “appropriate to
describe Ibn Masarra as a ba¯t.inite in the general sense of one who was
interested in the esoteric interpretations of holy texts, but also in the
sense which links him with Sufism, philosophy, and isma¯↪ilism.”34
Our comparison of the cosmological representations of Ibn Masarra
and the Ikhwa¯n will establish itself in succession with respect to the
seven following motifs: 1) The two ways of knowledge; 2) the ladder
of ascension; 3) the “upside-down plants”; 4) the contemplation of the
signs; 5) the footstool and the throne; 6) the mistaken philosophers; 7)
the world as a book. The starting point of our investigation and, to
a great extent, its unifying thread, will be cosmology, this last concept
being rather understood in its ancient and broad sense of general rep-
resentation of the universe and not, as soon will be seen, in the more
restricted sense of the modern definition.
The two ways of knowledge
The Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r presents itself as the description of a process which
goes from below to above. Its purpose, as was rightly defined by Tornero,
is “mostrar la posibilidad que tiene el hombre de conocer a Dios a trave´s
de los “signos” indicativos constituidos por el conjunto de las cosas
creadas.”35 In particular, as the text itself explicitly states, the work
aims at demonstrating that the two ways, the “prophetic” — which goes
from above to below — and the “intellectual” — which goes from below
to above (and which is the one described by Ibn Masarra in the Risa¯la)
— are perfectly congruent with one another:
The prophetic message (khabar al-nubuwwa), then, being ini-
tiated from the direction of the throne, descends towards
the earth (mubtadi ↩an min jihat al-↪arsh na¯zilan ila¯ al-ard. );
it concurs (fa-wa¯faqa) with contemplation (al-i ↪tiba¯r) that
ascends upward to the throne from the direction of earth
(al-s. a¯↪id min jihat al-ard. ila¯ al-↪arsh) – the two equal one
33See, for instance, de Callatay¨, Ikhwa¯n al-S. afa¯↩, p. xi and p. xiv.
34Garc´ıa-Arenal, Messianism and puritanical reform, p. 132.
35Tornero, “Noticia,” p. 50.
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another (sawa¯↩an bi-sawa¯↩in), there is no difference between
them (la¯ farqa).36 (translation by Stroumsa and Sviri)
We can safely assert that the Brethren’s intention when they wrote
the Rasa¯↩il was to demonstrate precisely the same point, since this is
what they explicitly say throughout their corpus. Among many other
passages, I shall only refer to what they write in epistle 28, on the limits
of human knowledge, after having mentioned again the parallel between
the “sciences of the sages” — in other words, the “rational sciences”
(al-↪ulu¯m al-↪aqliyya) inherited from the ancient thinkers — and the
“sciences of the prophets,” that is, the “sciences transmitted” (al-↪ulu¯m
al-naqliyya) to mankind by divine revelation:
Since the doctrine of our virtuous and noble brethren is the
consideration of all this together as well as the unveiling of
truth regarding these things, that is, the sciences of the sages
and the sciences of the prophets altogether, and since this sci-
ence is a vast sea and a long esplanade, it has been necessary
for us to discuss that which required the production of these
Epistles, 51 in number.37
In a certain way, one could even say that the entire speech of the
Ikhwa¯n is aimed at demonstrating the manner in which the soul of the
human being, as a part of the universal soul, is able, thanks to knowledge
intellectually acquired and thanks to the noble acts by which it purifies
itself, to undertake the ascension through the spheres of the universe up
to its original point. Of course, the Ikhwa¯n were not the only philoso-
phers who cared about this. Yet, in comparison with other works of
Islamic literature from about the same period, the emphasis they put,
as did Ibn Masarra, on the demonstration that the two ways were equally
valid, looks quite remarkable. And it is not trivial, I think, that Yves
Marquet modeled the substance of his own monumental study, entitled
La Philosophie des Ih
˘
wa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, on the scheme of descent and then
ascent back to the original principle as represented by the journey of the
soul.38
36Ibn Masarra, I ↪tiba¯r, ed. Garrido, p. 103, ll. 5–7.
37Rasa¯↩il lkhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Epistle 28 (“On the limits of human knowledge”), ed.
Beirut, vol. 3, p. 29, ll. 19–24. For a French translation of the epistle, see de Callatay¨,
“Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩. Sur les limites du savoir humain.” On the classification of sciences
according to the Ikhwa¯n, see de Callatay¨, “Classification of knowledge.” Unless
otherwise specified, all translations of the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ and the Risa¯lat
al-ja¯mi ↪a are mine.
38Marquet, La Philosophie.
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The ladder of ascension
The “ladder” (daraj, literally ‘stairs’ or ‘steps’) which traverses the world
right through, connecting its lowest point and its highest, is central in
the ascending process of contemplation as described by Ibn Masarra in
this work. The pertinent passage reads:
The world (al-↪a¯lam) then, with all its creatures (khala¯↩iq)
and its signs (a¯ya¯t), is a ladder (daraj ) by which those who
contemplate ascend (yatas.a↪↪adu f¯ı-ha¯ al-mu↪tabiru¯n) to the
greatest signs of God on high (ila¯ ma¯ f¯ı al-‘ula¯ min a¯ya¯t
Alla¯h al-kubra¯). He who climbs, must climb from the lower
to the higher (al-mutaraqq¯ı innama¯ yataraqqa¯ min al-asfal
ila¯ al-a↪la¯). They (fa-hum) climb by means of the intellects
(bi-tas.a↪↪ud al-↪uqu¯l), who ascend from their lowly station to
the point where they reach the highest signs described by
the prophets. When they ponder, they behold; when they
behold, they find truth to be one (wajadu¯ al-h. aqq wa¯h. idan)
with the account of the prophets, peace be with them, and
in accordance with their descriptions of divine truth (↪ala¯ ma¯
was.afu¯ bi-hi al-h. aqq ↪an Alla¯h).
39 (translation by Stroumsa
and Sviri)
In a study of admirable erudition and lucidity, Alexander Altmann
summarized the development of the ladder motif in Islamic and Jewish
thinking, underlining among various other observations its close rela-
tionship with the Himmelreise of the prophet Muh.ammad and, beyond
that, with the ladder about which Jacob dreamt according to the text
of Genesis.40 With regard to Islam specifically, Altmann observed that,
in addition to the well-known two ways of interpretating this motif, the
“literalist” and the “mystical,” there also existed a third way, the “al-
legorical,” an intermediate way which Altmann regarded as virtually
unexplored in his time and which, for this reason, he set himself to in-
vestigate in his study. As the first and emblematic example of that third
way, Altmann quoted a passage from the epistle on animals of the Ikhwa¯n
al-s.afa¯↩, a passage which is of great interest and which I reproduce here
from the translation of the epistle recently provided by Lenn Goodman
and Richard McGregor, in spite of the liberties taken at times by its
authors:
39Ibn Masarra, I ↪tiba¯r, ed. Garrido, p. 92, ll. 6–11. Unless otherwise mentioned,
all translations from Ibn Masarra’s works are mine.
40Altmann, “The ladder of ascension,” here pp. 42–43.
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We have explained in an earlier essay that the powers of the
universal soul (quwa¯ al-nafs al-kulliyya) are the first to flow
towards the earth’s core from the supernal level of the circling
sphere (min a↪la¯ sat.a↪ al-falak al-muh. ı¯t.) into the depths of
the physical. Streaming through the spheres (al-afla¯k), stars
(al-kawa¯kib), elements (al-arka¯n) and living creatures (al-
muwallada¯t), they finally reach the centre of the earth, the
nadir and furthest limit of their journey. Then they double
back to the outermost sphere (↪at.afat ↪inda dha¯lika ra¯ji ↪atan
nah. wa al-muh. ı¯t.). This is the sublime ascent (al-mi ↪ra¯j ), the
ultimate rebirth (al-ba↪th) and return (al-qiya¯ma al-kubra¯).
Consider, then, dear brother, how your soul rises from this
world towards that. For it is one with the power that flows
from the universal soul through the world. It has reached
the core and begun its return, rescued now and risen beyond
the plane of minerals, plants, or animals (wa-najat min al-
kawn f¯ı-l-ma↪a¯din aw f¯ı-l-naba¯t aw f¯ı-l-h. ayawa¯n) – beyond
the inverted life of plants and the bowed life of animals (al-
s. ira¯t. al-manku¯s). Now it stands erect, in the straight way
(s. ira¯t. mustaq¯ım). This is the human form (wa-hiya s. u¯rat
al-insa¯niyya). If you rise higher and break loose from this
tangle, you reach Paradise (al-janna) by one of its gates and
take on angelic form (wa-hiya al-s. u¯rat al-malakiyya), won
by your right choices, good works, sound insights, true be-
liefs, and virtuous characters.41 (translation by Goodman
and McGregor)
Altmann made three important observations on this passage. The
first is that the cosmological scheme which the text presupposes is, be-
yond any doubt, of Neoplatonic origin and that it corresponds to what
the Ikhwa¯n explain in greater detail in various other places in their cor-
pus.42 The second observation is that the Brethren’s originality is in
their combination of this Neoplatonic scheme with an allegorical inter-
41Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Ep´ıstle 22 (“On animals”), ed. Goodman and McGregor,
pp. 9, l. 16–10, l. 10 of the Arabic text (translation, pp. 71–72).
42Altmann, “The ladder of ascension,” p. 45: “The cosmological scheme presup-
posed in this passage is essentially Plotinian and familiar from many other epistles
of the Ikhwa¯n where it appears in greater detail. “The Universal soul,” we hear else-
where, “is but a spiritual force which emanated from Intellect with the permission
of the Creator.” Its rank, we are told, is beyond the all-encompassing sphere, yet
its forces penetrate all parts of the heaven and all particular bodies below the lunar
sphere. There is only one Universal Soul but its forces are dispersed in all that exists,
from the all-encompassing sphere down to the centre of the earth. We are, again,
on familiar neoplatonic ground when man’s individual soul is exhorted to retrace the
steps of the downward way and return to its home in the supernal world.”
272 Godefroid de Callatay¨
pretation of Islamic eschatology with reference to the mi ↪ra¯j assigned
by it to Muh.ammad.
43 The third is that the ladder motif is not ex-
plicitly mentioned in these lines, but that it is easily deduced from the
context and, as Altmann shows in the same article, that it is in all like-
lihood from the Ikhwa¯nian metaphor that the Andalus¯ı philosopher Ibn
al-S¯ıd al-Bat.alyaws¯ı (d. 521/1127) elaborated his own interpretation of
the “ladder of ascensions” (sullam al-ma↪a¯rij ) in his work known as Kita¯b
al-h. ada¯↩iq (literally, “Book of gardens”), although its original title was
probably Kita¯b al-dawa¯↩ir al-wahmiyya (“Book of imaginary circles”):
The ladder motif is not specifically mentioned but it is tacitly
implied in the reference to the “grades of hell” which the
soul has to traverse in its flight from bodily existence. The
extension of the mi ↪ra¯j or upward way may be said to cover
the entire corporeal universe from the centre of the earth to
the all-encompassing sphere. Since the universal soul is said
to penetrate all bodies from the outermost sphere down to
the centre of the earth, it was not difficult to imagine the
universal soul as the “ladder of ascent.” This more specific
elaboration of the theme was, however, left to the Spanish
philosopher Ibn al-S¯ıd al-Bat.alyaws¯ı.
44
For the sake of rigor and completeness, one needs to specify that the
“(last) grades of Hell” (a¯khir daraja¯t jahannam) — which Altmann takes
as an indication that the ladder motif is implicitly referred to — appears
to be an addition, found only in late manuscripts of the Ikhwa¯nian text,
43Altmann, “The ladder of ascension,” pp. 45–46: “What is new is the combination
of this theme with an allegorical interpretation of Islamic eschatology. The upward
way means the abandoning of the “grades of hell,” viz. of bodily existence, and the
entering into the angelic stage of pure spirituality. In terms of traditional eschatology
it is, ultimately, the “Resurrection” from the grave after the “Arousing” or “Quick-
ening” of the dead. (. . . ) The Ikhwa¯n equate the neoplatonic upward way with
the “Right path” (al-s. ira¯t. al-mustaq¯ım) which the Qur↩a¯n commends in numerous
passages, and they see in the downward way into bodily existence of various grades
the “ill-directed” or “crooked path.” It is in keeping with this neoplatonic allegorism
that they interpret the Prophet’s “Ascension” (al-mi ↪ra¯j ) as the taking of the upward
or “Right path” that leads to the angelic stage or man’s paradise. The mi ↪ra¯j thus
becomes synonymous with the anago¯ge¯ or Ascension spoken of by Plotinus.”
44Altmann, “The ladder of ascension,” p. 46. On al-Bat.alyaws¯ı’s text, see As´ın
Palacios, “Ibn al-S¯ıd de Badajoz y su “Libro de los Cercos” (“Kita¯b al-h. ada¯↩iq”).
Ayala Eliyahu has recently provided the complete edition and analysis of this text,
based on the manuscripts of both the Arabic original and medieval Hebrew transla-
tion, in her doctoral dissertation (in Hebrew). She is currently preparing the publi-
cation of this material in English. I am most grateful to her for providing me with
a copy of her dissertation. On the influence of the Brethren upon al-Bat.alyaws¯ı, see
also Eliyahu, “Muslim and Jewish philosophy in al-Andalus: Ibn al-S¯ıd al-Bat.alyaws¯ı
and Moses Ibn Ezra.”
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which But.rus al-Busta¯n¯ı incorporated in the uncritical edition of the
corpus which he provided in 1957, immediately after the phrase: “Now
it [your soul] stands erect, in the straight way (s. ira¯t. mustaq¯ım).”
45 But
this does not detract from the validity of Altmann’s observation, since
the description provided by the Ikhwa¯n includes various other indications
that they are alluding to the cosmic ladder, as for the emphasis so heavily
put by the authors on the hierarchical nature of the system. In fact, the
Brethren’s description presents itself as a kind of summary of their own
elaboration of Plotinus’s emanation theory through a system of “limits”
(h. udu¯d) starting from the Creator, the primeval One — a system which,
by being at the same time extremely hierarchized and intrinsically linked
with the Pythagorean theory of numbers, offers per se the appearance
of a gigantic descending ladder with its nine grades: 1) God; 2) Intellect
(↪aql); 3) Universal Soul (al-nafs al-kulliyya); 4) Matter (hayu¯la¯); 5)
Nature (t.ab¯ı↪a); 6) Body (jism); 7) Sphere (falak); 8) Elements (arka¯n);
9) Generated Beings (muwallada¯t).46 As can be seen, the four elements
of this scheme precede the generated beings, that is, the three reigns of
nature that correspond to animals, plants and minerals, and this in spite
of the fact that they are considered to be inferior to these and, a fortiori,
to the human being. In other words, an important inversion takes place
in the sequence of the h. udu¯d since, thus far, the order of appearance of
the h. udu¯d coincided with the order of their importance — or of their
nobility, as the Ikhwa¯n would say. The reason for this inversion —
Marquet speaks of “une boucle”47 — is obvious. The problem faced by
45Cf. Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ (ed. Beirut), vol. 2, p. 183. For the variant readings,
see the apparatus criticus in Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Epistle 22 (“On animals”) (ed.
Goodman and McGregor), n. 29 of the Arabic text and n. 27 (p. 72) of the English
translation.
46For a detailed presentation of the Ikhwa¯nian system of h. udu¯d, see, for example,
Nasr, Islamic cosmological doctrines, pp. 44–74 (“The principles of the study of the
cosmos and the hierarchy of the universe”). In his Philosophie, Yves Marquet ob-
served that the theory of h. udu¯d usually takes with the Brethren the symbolic form
of concentric circles, a fact which, as we may note in passing, clearly favored the re-
elaboration of the motif by al-Bat.alyaws¯ı; see Marquet, Philosophie, pp. 44–45: “Il
est a` remarquer que par analogie avec les sphe`res ce´lestes, ou` la hie´rarchie s’e´le`ve de
la sphe`re de la lune a` la sphe`re exte´rieure, les Ih
˘
wa¯n aiment a` symboliser la hie´rarchie
des h. udu¯d par des cercles concentriques, cela, parce qu’a` leurs yeux “l’action d’une
figure circulaire s’exerce d’avantage sur ce qui est au-dessous”; le cercle le plus vaste
exerce son action sur les cercles, de surface plus re´duite, qui lui sont inte´rieurs. (. . . )
Ces cercles concentriques symbolisent la de´pendance des e´chelons de la hie´rarchie qui
graˆce a` cela concourent tous au meˆme but voulu par Dieu. (. . . ) Il y a donc eu, par
influx, descente des aˆmes jusque dans le monde mate´riel d’ici-bas, de h. add en h. add,
et graˆce a` l’influx, il y aura, de la meˆme fac¸on, remonte´e.”
47Marquet, Philosophie, p. 46: “Notons aussi que, s’il y a hie´rarchie dans le monde
d’en-bas, l’e´chelon le plus bas des quatre e´le´ments, celui de l’e´le´ment terre, n’est
pas le dernier venu dans le temps; car ensuite la hie´rarchie des de´rive´s, supe´rieurs
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the Brethren was to conciliate two different things; on the one hand, the
theory of emanation, which logically implies the progressive loss of the
original faculties in every transmission of one component to the next,
and, on the other hand, the necessity to preserve the superior reigns of
nature, and more particularly man — “God’s caliph on earth,” according
to a Qur↩a¯nic formulation which the Ikhwa¯n mention at the beginning
of the same epistle on animals48 — as the ultimate goal of the entire
creation. We shall come back soon to the implications of all this for
the comprehension of the texts we are dealing with here, including the
passage already mentioned from the same epistle.
Of greater relevance to our discussion — and this is something which,
curiously enough, Altmann forgot to mention in his study (unless he
considered it useless) — is that the Ikhwa¯n explicitly refer to the cosmic
ladder in other places in the corpus. In the Risa¯lat al-ja¯mi ↪a, a work
which presents itself as the “Crown of the Epistles of the Brethren of
Purity” (Ta¯j Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩) and which, in all probability, is to
be ascribed to the same authors,49 one finds the following statement:
with wisdom, with the learning of science and with the pass-
ing to act of what is in power (bi-l-h. ikma wa-ta↪allum al-↪ilm
wa-ikhra¯j ma¯ f¯ı-l-quwwa ila¯ al-fi ↪l), the human being becomes
perfect, as do his traits of character: he takes the Right Path
(s. ira¯t. mustaq¯ım) and the straight way (t.ar¯ıq qaw¯ım), and
moves from the inferior stations to the most noble and from
the lowest places to the highest ones up to the point where his
soul becomes a noble angel (h. atta¯ tas. ı¯ra nafsu-hu malakan
kar¯ıman), and he climbs through the grades of the ladder
of Ascensions and ascends by it, together with the angels”
(fa-yarqa¯ ila¯ daraja¯t sullam al-ma↪a¯rij fa-ya↪ruju bi-hi ma↪a
al-mala¯↩ika).50
That the Ikhwa¯n use here exactly the same expression as al-Bat.al-
yaws¯ı to refer to the ladder seems to me an excellent confirmation that
the latter was inspired by them and that he was quite probably alluding
aux e´le´ments, est apparue dans l’ordre ascendant: mine´raux, ve´ge´taux, animaux,
homme (le plus noble des animaux). La procession parcourt donc, au niveau du bas-
monde, une boucle passant par les quatre e´le´ments, puis par les de´rive´s; le de´but de
la remonte´e (mais non le terme du voyage aller) co¨ıncidant, en fait, avec l’apparition
des mine´raux.”
48Qur↩a¯n 2:30. See Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Epistle 22 (“On animals”), ed. Good-
man and McGregor, p. 4 of the Arabic text.
49On this, see now Krinis, “Al-Risa¯lat al-ja¯mi ↪a and its Judeo-Arabic manuscript.”
50Risa¯lat al-ja¯mi ↪a, ed. Ghayb, p. 62.
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to them when he mentioned “the philosophers” in his re-elaboration of
the motif.51
Turning back to Ibn Masarra’s Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r, one cannot help be-
ing struck by the numerous parallels, in content and even in form, which
one can draw in relation with the cosmological system of the Ikhwa¯n.
Thus, Ibn Masarra presents the ladder as the means by which the “con-
templators” (al-mu↪tabiru¯n) climb to the “greatest signs of God” de-
scribed by the prophets and he tells us that they manage to do it “by
means of their intellects.” The Ikhwa¯n do not say anything else when
they narrate that the purified soul, once it has freed itself from this world,
thanks to its “real knowledge” or its “learning of knowledge,” ascends
through the ladder of ascensions to finally become an angel amidst the
other angels. What is more, one could easily ascertain from reading the
Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r that virtually all the h. udu¯d that form the ontological
structure of the cosmos according to the Ikhwa¯n are also to be found,
generally with much the same functions, in the description provided by
Ibn Masarra. So, the three kinds (animals, plants and minerals) of gen-
erated beings (muwallada¯t) which the Ikhwa¯n place in the inferior part
of the ladder correspond to the three species — animals, plants and
inanimate beings (al-mawa¯t) — which Ibn Masarra mentions as his first
example in the process of intellectual induction (istidla¯l).52 Similarly,
Ibn Masarra makes use of the four basic elements of ancient physics
(earth, water, air, fire), and of their opposition to each other, so as to
postulate the existence of a superior principle with less limitations.53
The same reasoning may be observed about the “seven celestial spheres
appearing to sight” (sab↪a afla¯k z. a¯hira li-l-↪iya¯n), which are individual-
ized as those of the sun (al-shams), of the moon (al-qamar) and of the
planets (al-nuju¯m).54 And it is also the same intellectual process which
leads the “contemplator” of Ibn Masarra’s treatise to infer the existence
of the soul and then of the intellect — both significantly described as
spheres through symmetrical formulas — although in this latter case,
51As Altmann notes, “The ladder of ascension,” p. 47: “The “philosophers” re-
ferred to by al-Bat.alyaws¯ı are most probably the Ikhwa¯n who do admit the hypoth-
esis of a Universal Soul, discourse at length on it, and describe it as beyond the
all-encompassing sphere and yet penetrating the whole corporeal world down to “the
centre of the earth.” In the “straight line” (khat.t. mustaq¯ım) connecting the upper-
most and the lowest circle we recognize the Qur↩a¯nic term “the Right path” (al-s. ira¯t.
al-mustaq¯ım) which the Ikhwa¯n apply to the upward way or mi ↪ra¯j. Although al-
Bat.alyaws¯ı makes no direct reference to the Prophet’s Ascension, he alludes to it by
saying that the philosophers [viz. the Ikhwa¯n] call the [straight] line “the ladder of
ascensions.””
52Ibn Masarra, I ↪tiba¯r (ed. Garrido), p. 93, ll. 7–10.
53For instance, Ibn Masarra, I ↪tiba¯r (ed. Garrido), p. 95, ll. 3–7.
54Ibn Masarra, I ↪tiba¯r (ed. Garrido), p. 95, ll. 9–10.
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Ibn Masarra’s system presents a difference from that of the Ikhwa¯n, as
shall be seen.55 At any rate, one is struck by the discovery that, in both
the Risa¯la of Ibn Masarra and the Rasa¯↩il of the Brethren, the grades
of the cosmic Ladder must be interpreted along the same lines, that is,
along the “allegorical” (and of obviously Neoplatonic inspiration) way
described by Altmann.
The “upside-down plants”
In a key passage of the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r, the “contemplator” wonders
why the nourishment in plants is realized “from below to above,” that
is, in the direction opposite to the nature of water.56 Further down, by
observing how the distribution of food takes place in the different parts
of the plant, he rules out in succession every one of the elements (water,
earth, fire, air) as a possible cause for such a phenomenon, and this is
what prompts him to postulate the existence of a superior principle, a
fifth essence (shay ↩ kha¯mis) which, following a tradition that goes back
to Aristotle, he identifies with the soul.57 Aristotle’s explanation is long,
but it is worth quoting from a part of it, since it provides us with an
interesting detail for the present discussion:
Empedocles is mistaken in his account of this, when he adds
that the growth in plants, when their roots spread down-
wards, is due to the fact that the earth naturally tends in
this direction, and that when they grow upwards, it is due to
the natural movement of fire. His theory of “upwards” and
“downwards” is wrong; for up and down are not the same
for all individuals as for the universe, but the head in ani-
mals corresponds to the roots in plants, if we are to identify
and distinguish organs by their functions. But in addition to
this, what is it that holds fire and earth together when they
tend to move in contrary directions? For they will be torn
apart, unless there is something to prevent this; but if there
55Ibn Masarra, I ↪tiba¯r (ed. Garrido), p. 96, l. 5: “ha¯dha falak muh. ı¯t. falak al-nafs
↪a¯lam al-nafs”; and p. 98, ll. 3–4: “ha¯dha falak al-↪aql ↪a¯lam al-↪aql.”
56Ibn Masarra, I ↪tiba¯r, ed. Garrido, p. 93, ll. 11–16.
57Cf. Aristotle, De anima, II.4. On the “fifth essence” according to the Ikhwa¯n, see
Marquet, Philosophie, p. 109: “Les Ih
˘
wa¯n appellent le monde d’en haut “ce qui est
pur et subtil.” C’est que sa matie`re n’a rien a` voir avec les quatre e´le´ments d’ici-bas,
mais consiste exclusivement en un cinquie`me e´le´ment, qu’ils appellent d’ailleurs, non
pas cinquie`me e´le´ment, mais “cinquie`me nature”, parce qu’il est toujours simple et
ne saurait se combiner avec un autre pour former un corps compose´.”
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is anything of the sort this will be the soul, and the cause of
growth and nourishment.58
The interesting detail for us is the affirmation that plants, as opposed
to animals, have their heads upside-down, since their roots are the organs
which, from a functional standpoint, correspond to the heads of animals,
and, of course, of human beings. If we emphasize this explanation, it is
because we find it again in the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ and, moreover,
precisely in the same section of the prologue of the epistle on animals
where we read the passage already mentioned on the cosmic Ladder. In
fact, as shall be seen, this section — namely, section 6 of the prologue,
according to the manuscript tradition — should be regarded as a single
unit and it is quite obvious that the passage on plants is to be considered
as the introduction to this unit. It runs as follows:
Plants, you must know, live upside down (i ↪lam bi-anna
al-naba¯t manku¯sa al-intis. a¯b ila¯ asfal). Their heads point
towards the centre of the earth (li-anna ru↩u¯sa-ha¯ nah. wa
markaz al-ard. ), their bottoms to the circling spheres (wa-
mu↩akhkharu-ha¯ nah. wa muh. ı¯t. al-afla¯k). Man is just the
opposite. His head is in the heavens, and his feet point to
the earth’s centre, wherever he stands on the earth’s surface
— north, south, east, or west — and whichever way he faces.
Animals are in between (mutawassit.a), neither upside down
like plants nor right-up (muntas. iba) like man. Rather, their
heads face one way, horizontally, and their tails the other,
as they turn this way and that and go about their business
(translation by Goodman and McGregor).59
Once again, the Ikhwa¯n’s originality does not lie so much in the
mention of a philosophical theme in particular as in its incorporation into
a new framework of interpretation. One should recall that, aside from the
motif of the plant as being upside-down in relation to humans, there was
also an inverse motif, already present in Plato’s Timaeus, according to
which man is to be regarded as “a tree which has its roots pointing to the
heavens and its leaves heading to the earth.”60 Transmitted with great
probability via Proclus’s commentary,61 the Platonic idea that the plant
58Aristotle, De anima, II.4, 415b28–416a9, ed. and translated by Hett (The Loeb
Classical Library). For the interpretation of this passage as an argument in line
with the controversy about Empedocles as a source to Ibn Masarra, see Brown,
Reappraisal, pp. 97–99.
59Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Epistle 22 (“On animals”), ed. Goodman and McGregor,
pp. 8, l. 14–9, l. 4 of the Arabic text (translation, pp. 69–70).
60Cf. Plato, Timaeus, 90a7–b2.
61For the edition of the relevant Arabic fragment of Proclus’s commentary, see now
Arnzen, “Proclus on Plato’s Timaeus 89e3–90c7.”
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and the human being are head-to-foot with one another appears to have
circulated widely in Arabic literature. Aside from the Ikhwa¯nian corpus,
one also finds it in the Muru¯j al-dhahab of Mas↪u¯d¯ı (d. 345/956),62 in
the Tah. q¯ıq ma¯ li-’l-Hind of B¯ıru¯n¯ı (d. 440/1048),
63 and in the Nabatean
Agriculture of Ibn Wah. shiyya, a work which for both its nature and
supposed time of composition shows some affinities with the Epistles of
our authors.64 As it often happens, the Ikhwa¯n provide us with the only
case in which the motif is used to interpret the Qur↩a¯nic text with a
formulation that can be defined as undoubtedly Neoplatonic.65
Let us consider, then, the vocabulary used by the Ikhwa¯n when es-
tablishing the hierarchy between plants, animals and human beings.
They refer to plants as having “an upside-down posture” (manku¯sa
al-intis. a¯b) and they describe humans as having “an upright posture”
(muntas. iba), whereas animals are said to occupy a position “interme-
diate” (mutawassit.a) between the other two levels. If we now compare
this passage with the other one, a few lines further down in the text, in
which the Ikhwa¯n describe the ascent of the soul through the grades of
the cosmic Ladder, we find there, not coincidentally, that they make use
of similar or identical vocabulary and one which, significantly enough,
is Qur↩a¯nic only in part. Having passed by the centre of the earth and,
supposedly, by the four elements, the soul prepares itself to cross the
three reigns of nature, accomplishing a journey which the Ikhwa¯n, in
other parts of the corpus, do not forget to identify with the seven gates
of the Qur↩a¯nic Hell.66 It is at this point of the description that the
authors mention the three paths which the soul encounters in succes-
sion: the “Inverted Path” (s. ira¯t. manku¯s), the “Curved Path” (s. ira¯t. mu-
taqawwis), and, finally, the “Right Path” (s. ira¯t. mustaq¯ım). About this
latter path, which is mentioned in the Qur↩a¯n many times,67 the authors
62Mas↪u¯d¯ı, Muru¯j, ed. Barbier de Meynard and Pavet de Courteille, vol. 4 (Paris,
1914), pp. 64–65.
63B¯ıru¯n¯ı, Tah. q¯ıq (ed. Sachau, London, 1887), p. 42.
64Ibn Wah. sh¯ıya, al-Fila¯h. a al-nabat.iyya, ed. Fahd, L’agriculture nabate´enne, vol. 1
(Damascus, 1993), p. 360. More details on these and other references can be found
in De Smet, “Le Platon arabe et les Sabe´ens de H. arra¯n,” pp. 54–55.
65On the interpretation of the Qur↩a¯n by the Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, see de Callatay¨,
“Ra¯sikhu¯n f¯ı al-↪ilm: e´tude de quelques re´fe´rences coraniques dans l’encyclope´die des
Fre`res de la Purete´ ” and, in the same volume, Baffioni, “Les citations coraniques
relatives a` la science de la nature dans les Epˆıtres des Ikhwaˆn al-Safaˆ↩.” See also
Netton, Muslim Neoplatonists, pp. 78–89 (“The cloak of the Qur↩a¯n”).
66Cf. Qur↩a¯n 15:44. See references to the relevant passages from the Rasa¯↩il in
Marquet, “Imamat,” pp. 83–84.
67See Monnot, “s.ira¯t.,” p. 670: “Of the 45 Qur↩a¯nic instances, s. ira¯t. is 33 times
qualified by the word mustak. ı¯m “the/a right way,” meaning the religion, or the
Book, of Islam. Only once does s. ira¯t. denote an evil way, i.e. one which leads away
from the will of God (XXXVII, 23).”
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specify that it corresponds to the “human form” (s. u¯rat al-insa¯niyya) and
this is the form which they next contrast with the “angelic form” (s. u¯rat
al-malakiyya) which the same soul will take when it gets to Paradise. As
for the other two paths, they are nowhere to be found in the Qur↩a¯n, al-
though the concept of wrong or crooked ways is naturally much present,
most usually expressed by the combination of the words sab¯ıl (“way”)
and ↪iwaj (“twisting,” “perversion”). Turning back to the inferior lev-
els of the Ikhwa¯n’s ladder, the identification of al-s. ira¯t. al-manku¯s with
al-naba¯t al-manku¯sat al-intis. a¯b leaps to the eye. Considering what has
been mentioned about the intermediate position of animals, one also
understands why the Ikhwa¯n refer to a “Curved Path” here.
Could Ibn Masarra have been influenced by this type of considera-
tion when he wondered why the nutrition of plants is accomplished from
below to above and not vice versa, as would seem more natural? I think
that the similarity between the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r and this section of the
prologue of the epistle on animals is telling in itself, but there is a still
more convincing argument and this comes from the Kita¯b khawa¯s.s. al-
h. uru¯f. In that work we find a passage in which Ibn Masarra establishes
a correspondence between the forms of the three letters alif, wa¯w and
ya¯↩ precisely with the rational soul (al-nafs al-na¯t.iqa), the animal soul
(al-nafs al-h. ayawa¯niyya) and the vegetative soul ([al-nafs] al-naba¯tiyya).
His explanation, which closely recalls the Ikhwa¯n’s speech, is the follow-
ing:
The alif is straight (qa¯↩ima), the ya¯↩ is bowing down (sa¯jida)
and the wa¯w is curved (munh. aniya). In this manner you shall
encounter these three powers of the soul (ha¯dhihi al-quwa¯
al-nafsa¯niyya al-thala¯th) in the creation. Thus, the animal
endowed with a rational soul is of upright posture (muntas. ib
al-qa¯ma), like the alif. The [one] endowed only with the
animal soul is bent down and curved (ra¯ki ↪ munh. anin), like
the wa¯w. And the [one] endowed with the vegetative soul is
bowing down in its shape (sa¯jid f¯ı hay ↩ati-hi) for having its
head solely towards the earth (li-anna ra↩sa-hu mimma¯ yal¯ı
al-ard. faqat.), like all the plants (ka-l-naba¯t kulli-hi).
68
68Ibn Masarra, Khawa¯s.s. al-h. uru¯f, ed. Garrido, p. 67, ll. 2–5. For a discussion of
this passage in line with a tradition of possibly Hebraic origin, see Stroumsa, “Ibn
Masarra and the beginnings of mystical thought in al-Andalus,” pp. 106–108. The
same conception is also to be found, with some more detail, in the Risa¯lat al-h. uru¯f,
anonymous but ascribed to Sahl al-Tustar¯ı by both Ja↪far and Garrido Clemente, and
whose text is part of the same manuscript as Ibn Masarra’s works; see Ebstein and
Sviri, “The so-called Risa¯lat al-h. uru¯f,” translation, pp. 236–237, and commentary, pp.
250–253 (where various analogies with the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ are established).
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The intellectual contemplation of the signs
Another element which emerges from a comparison between the texts
leads to the same conclusion. This element is connected to the very title
as chosen by Ibn Masarra for his Risa¯la. As is well-known, Risa¯lat al-
i ↪tiba¯r is the title of this work in the manuscript of the Chester Beatty
Library. In the classical sources available to modern scholarship before
the re-discovery of the treatise by Ja↪far, one could only know of a Kita¯b
al-tabs. ira (among other works ascribed to Ibn Masarra), but Ja↪far has
convincingly demonstrated in the introduction to his edition that both
titles referred in reality to the same work, and that the most correct one
was that of the manuscript.69 As a matter of fact, as was observed by
Garrido Clemente in the introduction to her translation of the work, none
of the scholars that have dealt with the Risa¯la since that time has put
into question “en ningu´n momento la posibilidad de que la R. al-I ↪tiba¯r
y el K. al-Tabs. ira sean dos tratados distintos.”
70 Such a clear unanimity
is not found in regard to the translation of the concept of i ↪tiba¯r, a word
which is found on many occasions in the text and which scholars and
translators have variously translated, each one according to his/her own
interpretative preference, with the words “reflexio´n” (Tornero; Ramo´n
Guerrero), “interpretacio´n” (Garrido Clemente), “transposition symbol-
ique” (Gril),71 “inference” (Brown) or “contemplation” (Stroumsa and
Sviri). As one will have noted above, I am as well inclined to opt for
translating i ↪tiba¯r with “contemplation,” provided that it be understood
in the sense of “intellectual contemplation,” a sense of the word which
the text presupposes and which appears to be implicitly acknowledged
by Strousma and Sviri in their translation of the work.72 “Inference”
could be another commendable option, since the inductive method is
clearly what should be understood by i ↪tiba¯r,73 but this option makes it
69Ja↪far, Min qad. a¯ya¯ al-fikr al-isla¯mı¯, pp. 301–306.
70Garrido Clemente, “Traduccio´n anotada de la Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r,” p. 143.
71Gril, “L’interpre´tation par transposition symbolique.”
72They mention it in an explicit manner in the commentary which introduces their
translation; see Stroumsa and Sviri, “Ibn Masarra and his Epistle on contemplation,”
p. 204: “The main thesis of this epistle, presented from the outset, is the agreement
of intellectual contemplation and revelation.” On the meaning of i ↪tiba¯r in various
types of classical sources and for a comparison of these meanings with the use of the
word as made by Ibn Masarra, see in the same article, pp. 204–207 (“Ibn Masarra’s
i ↪tiba¯r”). Beside, one will note that even Garrido Clemente makes use of the expres-
sion “contemplacio´n racional” in the introduction to her translation of the Risa¯la; cf.
Garrido Clemente, “Traduccio´n anotada de la Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r,” p. 145.
73Addas, “Andalus¯ı mysticism,” p. 916: “The first thing to be revealed is that the
true title of the Kita¯b al-tabs. ira is in fact the Kita¯b al-i ↪tiba¯r, i ↪tiba¯r being the word
Philosophy and Ba¯t.inism in al-Andalus 281
difficult to translate coherently derivatives such as mu↪tabir, which we
have translated here with “contemplator.” In passing, one will observe
that, with this meaning of “contemplation,” i ↪tiba¯r is not exactly a syn-
onym of tabs. ira — the other title of the work according to some classical
sources, also variously rendered in modern studies74 —, although it is
certainly the closest to that notion, which is also present in the work.75
On the other hand, there is another concept in the Risa¯la on which
Ibn Masarra insists time and again, and this is the concept of “signs”
(a¯ya¯t), of evident Qur↩a¯nic provenance. We have encountered it already
on three occasions in the passage about the cosmic Ladder, and the rest
of the work provides us with additional nine occurrences of the word.
Three of them are in quotations from the Qur↩a¯n. In the process de-
scribed by Ibn Masarra, “the signs” are undoubtedly a key concept, for
it is precisely the observation of these signs which enables our contem-
plator — a literary creation which has often been regarded as some sort
of prefiguration of the H. ayy ibn Yaqz.a¯n of Ibn T. ufayl (d. 581/1185),
as shall be seen later on — to postulate the existence of ever-superior
principles.
In this respect as well, it seems worthwhile to read the Rasa¯↩il of the
Brethren of Purity and, here again, it is worth investigating in particular
this same section from the prologue of the epistle on animals. Having
already considered two passages of this fas. l in the present contribution
— on the nourishment of plants and on the post-mortem journey of
the soul towards the highest parts of the universe —, we can read the
lines that make the transition between them. They can be translated as
follows:
This order or scale of plants, animals, and humans, as we
have described it, is divinely ordained (amr ila¯h¯ı), an expres-
sion of God’s wisdom (al-h. ikma al-ila¯hiyya) and sovereign
providence (al-↪ina¯ya al-rabba¯niyya), a sign (dala¯la) and a
testimony (baya¯n) “for all with eyes to see” (li-u¯l¯ı-l-abs. a¯r),
who ponder the mysteries of creation (al-na¯z. ir¯ın f¯ı asra¯r
al-khal¯ıqa). All who probe the true natures of things (al-
ba¯h. ith¯ın ↪an h. aqa¯↩iq al-ashya¯↩) and scan the horizon
used by, among others, al-Fa¯ra¯b¯ı, the Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ and Ibn S¯ına¯ to denote the
inductive method.”
74Thus, for instance, “explicacio´n perspicua” (As´ın Palacios, followed by Tornero);
“esclarecimiento” (Garrido Clemente).
75In her “Traduccio´n anotada de la Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r,” Garrido Clemente observes
(p. 143) that the word “tabs. ira” itself does not appear at all in the treatise, “aunque
s´ı aparecen con frecuencia otros te´rminos de la misma ra´ız le´xica — bas.ar (pl. abs. a¯r),
bas. ı¯ra (pl. bas. a¯↩ir), abs.ara, mustabs.ir, istibs. a¯r . . . — que pueden haber sido la causa
del t´ıtulo alternativo.”
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(al-mu↪tabir¯ın bi-ma¯ f¯ı-l-a¯fa¯q) to learn from the portents
they find there (min al-a¯ya¯t wa-l-↪ala¯ma¯t wa-l-dala¯la¯t) will
see that the powers of the universal soul shed their influ-
ence on the world from the highest circling sphere to the
deep core of the earth. Some flow straight down (muntas. iba)
from the outermost sphere to the earth’s centre, some re-
turn (muns.arifa) from the centre, rising toward the encircling
sphere, and some are broadcast in all directions (munbaththa
mutawajjiha) across the heavens. Every ray is filled with
God’s hosts (junu¯d Alla¯h), charged with preserving the world
and managing its creatures, governing the whole, and other
tasks whose inmost workings (kunh) are known but to God,
exalted be He.76 (translation by Goodman and McGregor)
The similarities between this passage and the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r are
numerous and significant. But here, in addition to the quite remarkable
resemblance of the texts from a doctrinal point of view, it seems to me
that the similarity in the form of presentation of this set of doctrines
is particularly striking. The Ikhwa¯n mention, for instance, the “divine
order” (amr ila¯h¯ı) as responsible for the disposition and structure of
God’s creation. Ibn Masarra does the same in various parts of the Risa¯la,
to begin with the following phrase in the opening part of the treatise —
a phrase which, as its formulation will show, is closely reminiscent of one
of the stylistic habits most characteristic of the Ikhwa¯n:
Know, may God grant you and us good fortune (waffaqa-
na¯ Alla¯h wa-iyya¯-ka), that, to begin with, God, great and
glorious, gave His servants (li-↪iba¯di-hi) intellects (al-↪uqu¯l),
which are light of His light (allat¯ı hiya nu¯r min nu¯ri-hi),
so that by them they may behold His order (li-yubs. iru¯ bi-ha¯
amra-hu) and come to know His decree. Thus they gave testi-
mony regarding God by what He testified regarding Himself,
and so did also His angels (mala¯↩ikatu-hu) and those among
His created beings who possess knowledge (wa-u¯lu¯-l-↪ilm min
khalqi-hi) (= Qur↩a¯n 3:18).77 (translation by Stroumsa and
Sviri)
76Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Epistle 22 (“On animals”), ed. Goodman and McGregor,
p. 9, ll. 5–15 of the Arabic text (translation, pp. 70–71).
77Ibn Masarra, I ↪tiba¯r, ed. Garrido, p. 90, ll. 4–5. With the words “with respect to
this,” Ibn Masarra is here referring to the possibility of illustrating with examples the
validity of the process of contemplation (i ↪tiba¯r) mentioned in the preceding phrase.
The divine order is also mentioned further in the epistle; cf. p. 91, l. 10 (in line
with Qur↩a¯n 3:2) and p. 91, l. 13. It also appears in the Risa¯lat al-h. uru¯f of the
Chester Beatty manuscript; see Ebstein and Sviri: “The so-called Risa¯lat al-h. uru¯f,”
translation, p. 235, and commentary, p. 245. For references to this expression in
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Then comes — in the Brethren’s description — a phrase which al-
ludes to “those with eyes to see” (li-u¯l¯ı al-abs. a¯r), following the well-
known Qur↩a¯nic expression.78 It is here complemented with a series of
expressions which our authors view as equivalent and which could be lit-
erally translated as: “those who consider the secrets of creation,” “those
who seek for the reality of things” and, finally “those who contemplate
what is in the horizons” in terms of “signs, marks and indications.” This
latter expression is evidently the one that calls for attention here since, in
addition to referring more specifically to the “signs” (a¯ya¯t), the “marks”
(↪ala¯ma¯t) and the “indications” (dala¯la¯t) — three words which are found
in many places of the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r — the Ikhwa¯nian epistle explic-
itly mentions “those who contemplate” (mu↪tabiru¯n), thus making use
of the same verb as the one which Ibn Masarra chose to entitle his own
treatise, and which he then re-uses about 20 times in the same work.
The last part of the Ikhwa¯nian passage mentions the “legions of God”
(junu¯d Alla¯h) which are found in every place where the universal soul
diffuses its powers. These are the innumerable angels whom God ap-
pointed to preserve and govern the universe, and whom the Brethren
indeed mention on various occasions. Ibn Masarra assigns the same an-
gels the faculty of testifying regarding God, as we have just seen. Let
us note in passing that he assigns “those endowed with the science”
(ulu¯-l-↪ilm) the same faculty — a formulation which seem to recall the
famous ba¯t.in¯ı (and Ikhwa¯nian) exegesis on the Qur↩a¯nic ra¯sikhu¯n f¯ı al-
↪ilm (“those well-versed in knowledge”).79
The footstool and the throne
There are several references to the Qur↩a¯nic “footstool” (kurs¯ı) and the
“throne” (↪arsh) in the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r. The first mention is to be
Sh¯ı↪¯ı-Isma¯↪il¯ı context, see Pines, “Sh¯ı↪ite terms and conceptions,” pp. 172–178 and pp.
224–228; Walker, “The Ismaili vocabulary of creation”; De Smet, “Le verbe-impe´ratif
dans le syste`me cosmologique de l’Ismae´lisme.” For a full treatment of this issue in
the context of Isma¯↪¯ılism and Andalus¯ı mysticism, see now Ebstein, “The word of
God and the divine will,” especially the sections devoted respectively to “The Eastern
Neoplatonists” (pp. 259–260), “Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩” (pp. 260–267), “Andalus¯ı mysticism”
(pp. 267–268) and “Ibn Masarra” (pp. 268–270). On this issue with the Ikhwa¯n al-
s.afa¯↩, see also Baffioni, “Ibda¯↪, divine imperative and prophecy in the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n
al-s.afa¯↩.”
78See, for instance, Qur↩a¯n 3:13 and 24:44.
79On this, see de Callatay¨, “Ra¯sikhu¯n f¯ı-l-↪ilm”; Baffioni, Appunti per
un’epistemologia profetica, pp. 27–43 (“La “Scienza dell’interpretazione” fondamento
della scienza delle cause”).
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found not far from the beginning of the text. It deals with the “divine
command” (amr Alla¯h) proclaimed by the prophets and with the indi-
cations made by them “with respect to His most beautiful attributes”
(↪ala¯ s. ifa¯ti-hi ’l-h. usna¯), namely:
How [God] began His creation and brought it forth, then
sat upon His Throne; [they indicated] the footstool of His
kingship (wa-’stawa¯ ↪ala¯ ↪arshi-hi wa-kursiyyi malaku¯ti-hi),
His heavens and earth, and so on to the last thing of it.80
(translation by Stroumsa and Sviri)
Given that in the very strict hierarchy of beings as portrayed by Ibn
Masarra,81 the footstool and the throne are considered among the most
important components, it is hardly surprising that they both also pertain
to the signs which the contemplator of the Risa¯la encounters at the end
of his intellectual ascent. Ibn Masarra’s text reveals that the discovery
of these two components is in reality not simultaneous, but corresponds
to two clearly distinct phases in the ascending process of contemplation.
The contemplator, writes Ibn Masarra, first encounters “the place of the
footstool” (maka¯n al-kurs¯ı) and does so when he realizes that above the
last of the seven heavenly spheres forming the body of the world there
exists the soul (al-nafs) which
holds (h. amalat) the seventh firmament in its movement just
as it holds and transports the animate body, encompassing
the external and internal of it (kama¯ h. amalat ha¯dha al-jism
al-h. ayawa¯n¯ı wa-naqalat-hu wa-ah. a¯t.at bi-z. a¯hiri-hi wa-ba¯t.ini-
hi).” He then says: “This is an encompassing sphere, the
sphere of the soul, the world of the soul” (fa-qa¯la: ha¯dha falak
muh. ı¯t. falak al-nafs ↪a¯lam al-nafs). He then finds the place
of the footstool and the place of the spirit to be permanent
and encompassing, and perceived, by innate knowledge, to
be above the seventh firmament (fa-wajada maka¯n al-kurs¯ı
wa-maka¯n al-ru¯h. qa¯↩iman muh. ı¯t.an mawju¯dan li-h. iss al-fit.ra
80Ibn Masarra, I ↪tiba¯r, ed. Garrido, p. 91, ll. 14–16.
81See Ibn Masarra’s expression: bi-l-a↪z.am fa-l-a↪z.am wa-l-awwal fa-l-awwal. On
the use of this idiomatic expression in a Neoplatonic context, see the commentary
by Strousma and Sviri, “Ibn Masarra and his Epistle on contemplation,” p. 229:
““According to rank and order”: this is a common idiomatic structure designating
the proper hierarchical order of things: “first things first,” i.e. “the messengers began
with the most important things, and moved on to less important things, and so
forth”.” It will be noted that Stroumsa and Sviri provide another two examples of
this type of formation, one from the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ (ed. Beirut, vol. 3, p.
183) and the other from the Risa¯lat al-Ja¯mi ↪a (ed. Ta¯mir, vol. 5, p. 13).
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fawqa al-sama¯↩ al-sa¯bi ↪a).82 (translation by Stroumsa and
Sviri)
The encounter with the throne will take place later, once the con-
templator will have realized, by way of this same innate perception, that
there exists
a power which encompasses the great Soul and corresponds
to her (quwwa muh. ı¯t.a bi-l-nafs al-kubra¯ mut.a¯biqa la-ha¯). It is
higher and nobler than her by dint of its superior governance
and its just conduct over her and over the world which she
carries (hiya a↪la¯ min-ha¯ wa-ashraf min qibali-ha¯ bi-tafad. d. ul
al-tadb¯ır wa-l-ta↪d¯ıl f¯ı-ha¯ wa-f¯ı al-↪a¯lam al-mah. mu¯l ↪alay-ha¯).
From this power understanding (fahm), knowledge (↪ilm), in-
sights (bas. a¯↩ir), and the whole proof (burha¯n) spring forth.
They say: “This is the sphere of the intellect, the world
of the intellect” (fa-qa¯lu¯: ha¯dha falak al-↪aql ↪a¯lam al-↪aql).
They find [there] the place of the throne and the site of the
supreme decrees and of the great volition — praise be to God,
the Lord of the supreme Throne! (= Qur↩a¯n 9:129; 23:86;
27:26) (fa-wajadu¯ maka¯n al-↪arsh wa-mawd. i ↪ al-maqa¯d¯ır al-
‘ula¯ wa-l-mash¯ı↩a al-kubra¯ — fa-subh. a¯n Alla¯h rabb al-↪arsh
al-↪az. ı¯m).
83 (translation by Stroumsa and Sviri)
From these two passages, the analogous formulas of which invite com-
parison, one induces a clear representation of the universe according to
Ibn Masarra. Above the seven planetary spheres, the contemplator meets
with two supplementary spheres in succession. One is the “sphere of the
soul,” which he identifies with the Qur↩a¯nic footstool and which sustains,
carries, and encompasses from outside and from inside the seven firma-
ments. The other is the “sphere of the intellect,” which Ibn Masarra
identifies with the throne of the Qur↩a¯nic revelation. It is even beyond
the sphere of the soul, since it is higher and nobler, and it carries this
sphere of the soul in the same manner as the latter carries the world. As
Ibn Masarra explains, the spiritual principle proceeds from the first of
these two spheres, whereas the second is meant to be the origin of the
intellectual principle.
Now, if ever there were philosophers who did their utmost to find a
way to interpret the Qur↩a¯nic footstool and throne in cosmological terms,
one could assert without any hesitation that they were the Brethren
of Purity, who mention them in many of their epistles. The passages
quoted below clearly confirm Altmann’s assertion in his study of the
82Ibn Masarra, I ↪tiba¯r, ed. Garrido, p. 96, ll. 2–6.
83Ibn Masarra, I ↪tiba¯r, ed. Garrido, p. 98, ll. 1–5.
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cosmic Ladder, namely, that between the literal and the mystical ways
of interpretation, the Ikhwa¯n show us a third one, the allegorical, in
which they sought to reconcile the letter of the sacred text and the
representation of the universe as inherited in direct line from ancient
Neoplatonism.
I shall start with what the Brethren write in the epistle entitled “On
the heavens and the world” about the number of the heavenly spheres.
Having asserted that the spheres are nine, and just after mentioning each
of the seven planetary spheres, from the Moon to Saturn, they explain:
As for the eighth sphere (wa-amma¯ al-falak al-tha¯min), which
is the vast sphere of the fixed stars encompassing these seven
spheres (wa-huwa falak al-kawa¯kib al-tha¯bita al-wa¯si ↪ al-
muh. ı¯t. bi-ha¯dhihi al-afla¯k al-sab↪a), it is the footstool “which
extends to the heavens and the earth (fa-huwa al-kurs¯ı al-
ladh¯ı wasi ↪a al-samawa¯t wa-’l-ard. ) (= Qur↩a¯n 2:255).” As
for the ninth sphere (wa-amma¯ ’l-falak al-ta¯si ↪), which en-
compasses these eight spheres (al-muh. ı¯t. bi-ha¯dhihi al-afla¯k
al-thama¯niya), it is the immense throne “which on that day
eight [angels] will sustain above them (fa-huwa al-↪arsh
al-↪az. ı¯m alladh¯ı yah. milu-hu fawqa-hum yawma↩idhin
thama¯niya) (= Qur↩a¯n 69:17),” as God — Powerful and Lofty
— said.84
As is well-known, the reason which induced the Ikhwa¯n to harmo-
nize revelation and scientific knowledge was the introduction by the as-
tronomers of late antiquity of an ultimate sphere, beyond the seven plan-
etary spheres and the sphere of the fixed stars, in order to incorporate
in their system the slow movement of equinoctial precession supposedly
discovered by Hipparchus (2nd century BCE) and later popularized by
Ptolemy in the Almagest (2nd century CE).85 In the eyes of the Ikhwa¯n
al-s.afa¯↩, who never appear to be tired of speculating on the astrological
influences of the heavenly spheres upon the sublunary world (the world
of coming-to-be and passing-away), the movement of equinoctial preces-
sion had an almost unrivalled importance, since it directly affected the
coordinates of all points of the sphere, including the zodiac. In fact, the
ninth sphere of the system as conceived by the Ikhwa¯n, and which in re-
ality corresponds to the diurnal revolution of the heavens,86 is a sphere
84Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Epistle 16 (“On the heavens and the world”), ed. Beirut,
vol. 2, p. 26, ll. 13–17.
85Ptolemy, Syntaxis, VII, 2–3. On the history of the equinoctial precession, see,
for instance, Duhem, Le syste`me du monde, vol. 2, pp. 180–266; Neugebauer, “Pre-
cession”; Mercier, “Precession.”
86Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Epistle 36 (“On revolutions and cycles”), ed. Beirut,
vol. 3, p. 251, ll. 2–5: “Among the revolutions which take place in every short period
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without stars, but which bears an abstract zodiac attached to its internal
side and moving with respect to the starry sphere by one degree in 72
years — which corresponds to a complete revolution in 36,000 years —
according to the value assigned by Ptolemy to the movement of preces-
sion. This is how one can understand the fact that, in their epistles on
cycles and revolutions, the Ikhwa¯n mention “the revolutions of the fixed
stars on the sphere of the zodiac” (adwa¯r al-kawa¯kib al-tha¯bita f¯ı falak
al-buru¯j ).87
To the all-encompassing sphere, ingeniously meant to correspond to
that “which eight [angels] will sustain above them” according to the
Qur↩a¯nic revelation, the Brethren usually assign the primary function
of initiating the revolutions of the eight inferior spheres and, at the
same time, of maintaining the equilibrium of the whole structure. For
the sphere of the fixed stars, that is, the place of sojourn most favored
by the angels, they use to reserve, albeit in combination with the seven
planetary spheres, the spiritual forces emanating from the universal soul.
In the important epistle on spiritual beings,88 one reads, for instance,
the following statement:
The specific act [of the encompassing sphere] consists in start-
ing the revolution (tadw¯ır) of what lies below it. The act
which issues from it is [to insure] that the revolutions are per-
formed in an equally balanced disposition (kawn al-dawa¯↩ir
↪ala¯ al-istiwa¯↩ f¯ı al-niz. a¯m), for it encompasses them [the other
spheres] and these are arranged with equilibrium within its
range, and this up to the centres: each one inside the next.
From these fixed stars are spread influences (ta↩th¯ıra¯t) and
powers (quwan) which come into contact with what is be-
low them, depositing in them the acts which will appear at
appropriate moments by virtue of God’s will and power (bi-
there are the revolutions, around the four elements, of the all-encompassing sphere
(al-falak al-muh. ı¯t. bi-’l-kull), once every 24 hours, as God Most-High mentioned by
saying: “Everyone floats on a sphere” (= Qur↩a¯n 21:33).” For another reference, with
mention of the same Qur↩a¯nic verse, see Epistle 3 (“On astronomy”), ed. Beirut, vol.
1, p. 115, ll. 16–18.
87Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Epistle 36 (“On revolutions and cycles”), ed. Beirut,
vol. 3, p. 250, ll. 7–8. On all this, see my annotated translation of this epistle: de
Callatay¨, Ikhwaˆn al-s.afaˆ↩. Les re´volutions et les cycles, in particular pp. 51–62. On
the implications of the precessional movement for the “Great Year” doctrine, see de
Callatay¨, Annus Platonicus.
88On the relevance of this epistle, the 49th of the corpus, for the issue dealt with
in the present article, see Stroumsa and Sviri, “Ibn Masarra and his Epistle on con-
templation,” p. 235: “This epistle is central for the appraisal of the intellectual back-
ground of Ibn Masarra and for his association with this neoplatonic type of mystical
philosophy rather than with S. u¯fism.”
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mash¯ı↩at Alla¯h wa-qudrati-hi).89
The same epistle provides us with another passage which further il-
lustrates the role of the eighth sphere as the original point of the diffusion
of the spiritual principle towards the world below:
Thus, from the body of each one of the fixed stars is pro-
pagated a spiritual power which spreads to the whole body
of the world, from the highest point of the eighth sphere,
which is the vast footstool, to the point most extreme of the
centre of the earth. Thanks to this power and with these
angels exists the light which illuminates the heavens, makes
the spheres brilliant, and comes into contact with the Sun,
converting the latter in the luminous candle, the brilliant
star, the manifest light and the brightest lighted lamp.90
As we have mentioned before, the encyclopaedic corpus includes var-
ious passages in which the authors refer to the all-encompassing sphere,
to the sphere of the fixed stars, or to both at the same time. From all
these references one infers that the Ikhwa¯n strove hard to offer a uniform
and coherent doctrine which would allow them to reconcile the Neopla-
tonic cosmology with the divine word of the Qur↩a¯n. It would seem that,
for their part, they did not identify as such the sphere of the fixed stars
— that of the footstool — with ‘the sphere of the soul,” and neither did
they identify the encompassing sphere — that of the throne — with “the
sphere of the intellect,” as we find in the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r. Neverthe-
less, there are elements in the Brethren’s reflection on the two ultimate
spheres which allow us to understand how these identifications may have
been produced. Again in the epistle on the spiritual beings, one finds
for instance a passage in which the encompassing sphere is described as
the “head” (ra↩s) of the overall structure of the universe and where it is
made responsible for maintaining its wisdom (h. ikma) — a detail which,
89Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Epistle 49 (“On the spiritual beings”), ed. Beirut, vol. 4,
p. 214, ll. 6–12. In passing, we note the same reference to the divine will and decree
as we have seen in Ibn Masarra’s passage on the throne, an observation which con-
firms the commentary ad locum, provided by Stroumsa and Sviri, “Ibn Masarra and
his Epistle on contemplation,” p. 237: “Implicitly, Ibn Masarra associates here the
philosophic intellect with the scriptural throne as well as with “the supreme decrees
and the great volition.” This association is typical of Ibn Masarra’s philosophical
mystical system; it may suggest possible intellectual traditions from which he could
have drawn and can serve as an indicator for identifying his followers.” For the issue
of the throne and the footstool in link with the speculations of early Isma¯↪¯ılism, see
Halm, Kosmologie und Heilslehre der fru¨hen Isma¯ ↪¯ıl¯ıya, pp. 38–52 (“Der Thron und
die Buchstaben”).
90Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Epistle 49 (“On the spiritual beings”), ed. Beirut, vol.
4, p. 224, ll. 6–10.
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in my view, might have propitiated the designation of the ninth sphere
as “the sphere of the intellect.”91 On the other hand, the Ikhwa¯n do
not hesitate at times to refer to “the circle (da¯↩ira) of the soul” — thus,
making use of an expression almost identical to “the sphere of the soul”
which one finds in Ibn Masarra —, although it appears that they rather
do it with reference to the ninth sphere, and not to the eighth as does
the author of the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r.92
From Ibn Masarra’s extant works, as well as from the great majority
of the secondary sources that inform us about his life and doctrine, one is
not to infer that he was a particularly famed expert in the art of astrol-
ogy,93 as were without any doubt the authors of the Rasa¯↩il. Whereas
they inscribe the two external spheres, one with its abstract zodiac and
the other with its stars and angels, into a dense and extremely sophis-
ticated network of influences and correspondences of all kinds with the
planetary spheres and with the world of coming-to-be and passing-away,
it appears that Ibn Masarra was content with a simpler representation
of the universe. Therefore, it would not be surprising to find that his
peculiar treatment of the Qur↩a¯nic throne and footstool — which Ibn
H. azm (d. 456/1064) and Ibn al-↪Arab¯ı (d. 638/1240) both recall in later
sources94 — followed the same tendency to simplification. But this does
not detract from the fact that his representation of the cosmos appears
to come directly from the Ikhwa¯n’s Neoplatonic scheme, as I have tried
to show here.
The mistaken philosophers
The word “philosophers” only appears once in the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r. It
is found at the end of the contemplation process, when the contempla-
91Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Epistle 49 (“On the spiritual beings”), ed. Beirut, vol.
4, p. 214, ll. 13–14: “The encompassing sphere is like the head, and through it
is assured the preservation of wisdom (al-falak al-muh. ı¯t. ka-l-ra↩s wa-bi-hi yadu¯m
dawa¯m al-h. ikma).”
92See, for example, Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Epistle 49 (“On the spiritual beings”),
ed. Beirut, vol. 4, p. 240, ll. 8–9: “The Universal Soul is the agent (fa¯↪ila) of what [the
encompassing sphere] performs, and a model (mumaththila) for it of what it does. It
is also the mover (muh. arrika) for it, and its circle (da¯↩ira) [of the soul] is in contact
with its circle [of the encompassing sphere].”
93One cannot infer much from the Muqtabas by Ibn H. ayya¯n (d. 1076), the only
classical source referring to Ibn Masarra as an astronomer and an astrologer, for this
testimony appears to link him with a long and hardly believable series of skills; see
Brown, Reappraisal, pp. 66–68.
94See Ibn H. azm, Fis.al, ed. Cairo (1899–1903), vol. 4, p. 199; Ibn al-↪Arab¯ı, Futu¯h. a¯t,
ed. Cairo (1293 AH), vol. 1, p. 191.
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tor has been led by his own intellect to postulate the existence of the
ultimate principle, which Ibn Masarra successively calls “the unique” (al-
wa¯h. id), “the creator” (al-kha¯liq), “the encompassing” (al-muh. ı¯t.), “the
one having the dominion on whatever he has created” (al-muq¯ım ↪ala¯
jamı¯↪ ma¯ khalaqa). At the moment of re-mentioning the previously de-
scribed process of “searching for indications by contemplation” (istidla¯l
al-i ↪tiba¯r), Ibn Masarra writes:
Around this circled those who speak pretentiously, called
philosophers, despite their not having a right intention in
their aspiration [for it] (wa-huwa alladh¯ı da¯ra ↪alay-hi wa-
btagha¯-hu al-mutanat.t.i ↪u¯n al-musammawna bi-l-fala¯sifa bi-
ghayr niyyya mustaq¯ıma). They deviated from it and were
lost in the wilderness with no light. They saw its foun-
dation (as. l) in something which they had heard (shay ↩an
sami ↪u¯-hu), or something whose imprint they had found,
inspired by the prophecy of Abraham (aw wajadu¯ rasma-hu
atha¯ratan min nubuwwat Ibra¯h¯ım), peace be upon him, con-
templating the kingdom’s created things in search of
indication (li-l-dala¯la) for his Creator. They aspired for this
path without [firm] intention and so they missed it. Then the
prophets, may God’s blessings be with them, came forth and
said: “Your Lord is God Who created you and those before
you” (= Qur↩a¯n 2:21); [He is] one, true, He has no partner,
nothing is like His likeness (Qur↩a¯n 42:11).95 (translation by
Stroumsa and Sviri, slightly modified in the first phrase)
The first part of the text makes it quite clear that Ibn Masarra is not
condemning the philosophers in general — something which would be
utterly absurd for being in complete contradiction with the rest of the
Risa¯la —, but only those “mistaken philosophers” who “do not have a
right intention,” in other words, the free-thinkers who do not check the
validity of their reasoning against what the revelation says. This is what
enables us to understand the reference to the prophecy of Abraham in
the subsequent phrase and which alludes to Qur↩a¯n 6:75–79, as Stroumsa
and Sviri have noted.96 The Qur↩a¯nic verses tell us how God showed
His kingdom (malaku¯t) to Abraham “so that he be amongst those who
enjoy certainty” (li-yaku¯na min al-mu¯qin¯ın),97 and how Abraham, by
95Ibn Masarra, I ↪tiba¯r, ed. Garrido, p. 101, ll. 5–11.
96Stroumsa and Sviri, “Ibn Masarra and his Epistle on contemplation,” pp. 211–
212: “Although Ibn Masarra does not explicitly cite this Qur↩a¯nic passage, he has it
clearly in mind when he speaks of “. . . the prophecy of Abraham, peace be upon him,
contemplating the kingdom’s created things in search of indication for his Creator”.”
97One will note in passing that the word “mu¯qin¯ın” is found in the title of one of
the works ascribed to Ibn Masarra by the classical sources; see Ramo´n Guerrero [and
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witnessing the disappearing of some creatures — a star, the moon and
the sun, in this order — from his sight, realized that those associating
them with God were wrong. There is no need to stress the importance
of such a passage for the discussion on divine transcendence.
The Ikhwa¯n cite the same verses in the epistle on views and religions,
and they do it in order to demonstrate exactly the same thing as Ibn
Masarra, namely, that man’s reasoning does not lead anywhere if its va-
lidity is not confirmed by an authentically revealed text.98 The name
by which the Ikhwa¯n refer to these free-thinkers, wholly distinct from
the genuine philosophers, is “pseudo-philosophers” or “deficient philoso-
phers,” or a combination of both, as in this passage of epistle 28 about
the famous issue of the creation versus the pre-eternity of the world:
You must know: there is no science nor practice nor busi-
ness about which there does not exist discord or disagree-
ment among its people. Thus, for instance, [regarding] the
disagreement between the sages about the creation or the
pre-eternity of the world, there are two factions: the philo-
sophical and the religious. With respect to the prophets —
peace be upon them —, all are of the opinion and believe that
the world of the bodies is created, with absolutely no doubt
about this. Of the same opinion are some virtuous philoso-
phers well-versed in knowledge (ba↪d al-fala¯sifa al-fud. ala¯↩ al-
ra¯sikhu¯n f¯ı-l-↪ilm). As for the deficient philosophizers (al-
mutafalsifa al-na¯qis. u¯n), they have doubt about what they
say and they feel perplexed with what they claim about the
pre-eternity of the world.99
As may be observed, and contrary to what the authors affirm here, it
is not a question of two but of three groups in reality: the prophets, the
genuine philosophers and the pseudo-philosophers. The two groups that
we can speak of as such are those who enjoy certainty and those who do
not. The Ikhwa¯n did not hesitate to regard the genuine philosophers and
Garrido Clemente], “Ibn Masarra al-Qurt.ub¯ı,” p. 150.
98Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Epistle 42 (“On views and religions”), ed. Beirut, vol. 3,
p. 531, ll. 13–15. See also Marquet, Philosophie, pp. 342–343.
99Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Epistle 28 (“On the limits of human knowledge”), ed.
Beirut, vol. 3, p. 25, ll. 1–7. Although the Ikhwa¯n do not always use the form
mutafalsif in a negative sense, it appears that in cases such as this one, where the word
is associated with adjectives like na¯qis. , their intention is clearly that of juxtaposing
the pseudo-philosophers to the genuine fala¯sifa. For a similar distinction between
‘philosopher’ (faylasu¯f ) and ‘philosophizer’ (mutafalsif ) in the polemical work of the
Mamlu¯k scholar Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328), see Michot, ‘Misled and misleading’, p. 140,
where it will be observed that the latter form is generally the one used to refer to the
Ikhwa¯n themselves.
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the prophets as forming a unique group, and in order to achieve this,
it was important to them to distinguish the former from the mass of
mistaken people who believed they were of the same stuff merely due to
the fact that they made use of reason. In his La Philosophie des Ih
˘
wa¯n
al-s.afa¯↩, Marquet provided a good synthesis of the Ikhwa¯n’s ambiva-
lent attitude towards the philosophers, with a multitude of references to
passages of the work stressing the difference between genuine and false
philosophers.100 It seems to me that Ibn Masarra’s passage on the so-
called philosophers “with no right intention,” a passage which ends with
the coming of the prophets’ reminding of God’s transcendence, forms
part of the same intellectual approach.
The world as a book
Closely related with the overall issue of the contemplation of signs, an-
other important motif appearing in Ibn Masarra’s Risa¯la is that of the
world conceived as a book which only “those with eyes to see” can read.
The passage reads:
The world in its entirety is therefore a book, whose letters are
His speech (kita¯b h. uru¯fu-hu kala¯mu-hu). Those who seek to
behold (al-mustabs. iru¯n) read them by the light of true think-
ing (bi-↪iya¯n al-fikra al-s. a¯diqa), according to their percep-
tion and their scope of their contemplation (sa↪at al-i ↪tiba¯r),
while the eyes of their hearts are turned around the manifest
and hidden marvels (abs. a¯r qulu¯bi-him tuqallabu f¯ı-l-a↪a¯j¯ıb al-
z. a¯hira al-maknu¯na). These are revealed to those who see
(al-makshu¯fa li-man ra↩a¯), but veiled from him who is dis-
tracted (al-mah. ju¯ba ‘amman talahha¯), and turns away from
remembering Us, desiring only the present life (= Qur↩a¯n
53:29). This is the sum of his knowledge, the sphere of his
thought and the limit of his intent, for his vision does not
exceed that which he observes with his eyes.101 (translation
by Strousma and Sviri)
As both Garrido Clemente and Stroumsa and Sviri have noted, the
phrase expressing the idea that “the eyes of their hearts are turned
around the manifest and hidden marvels” — a phrase in which two
terms derived from the lexical root q-l-b coincide — is an allusion to
100Marquet, Philosophie, pp. 461–476 (““Sages” et philosophes”).
101Ibn Masarra, I ↪tiba¯r, ed. Garrido, p. 90, ll. 8–12.
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Qur↩a¯n 24:37: “They fear a day in which the hearts and the glances will
turn about” (yakha¯fu¯n yawman tataqallabu fi-hi al-qulu¯b wa-’l-abs. a¯r).
102
Apart from this subtle formal re-elaboration of terms of Qur↩a¯nic prove-
nance, the passage is straightforward and clear. The world is to be seen
as a book, but only those having the ability to do it will manage to
decipher its occult marvels.
In Islamic literature as well as in other traditions, one evidently finds
a great number of texts inviting one to regard the universe, or rather
nature, as a large book. Having said that, what could first appear as
a relatively common and vague topos turns out to be something quite
different as soon as we compare the present passage with another found
twice — with virtually the same formulation — in the last part of the
Ikhwa¯nian corpus. In previous publications, I have had the opportu-
nity to deal with the famous passage in which the Brethren tell us of
the “four books” which they used as sources for their encyclopaedia of
knowledge.103 I, however, think it worthwhile to do it here again, since it
shows some striking resemblances with Ibn Masarra’s testimony. Thus,
the “four books” to which the Ikhwa¯n refer are the following:
Our sciences are drawn from four (kinds of) books. First,
the books composed by wise men and philosophers on math-
ematics and natural sciences. Secondly, the revealed books
brought by the prophets — upon them the benedictions of
God — such as the Torah, the Gospel, the Qur↩a¯n (al-furqa¯n),
and other prophetic books (suh. uf ) whose meanings come
from the revelation by angels, including the secrets hidden
in them. Thirdly, the books of nature, that is, the forms of
the shapes existing things as they are now: the structure of
the spheres, the divisions of the zodiac, the movements of
the stars and the measures of their bodies, the vicissitudes
of time, the transmutation of the elements, the categories of
beings in terms of minerals, animals and plants, and the va-
rieties of what is manufactured by man. All those are forms
and allusions which indicate subtle meanings and delicate
secrets. People see what is apparent in them, yet they do
not know their inner meanings, the subtle attribute of the
Creator (praise be upon Him!). Fourthly, the divine books,
102Garrido Clemente, “Traduccio´n anotada de la Risa¯lat al i ↪tiba¯r,” p. 149, n. 29:
“El verbo qallaba denota asimismo una inversio´n: la mirada se vuelve hacia el interior,
lo oculto se torna manifiesto”; Stroumsa and Sviri, “Ibn Masarra and his Epistle on
contemplation,” p. 227 (with further references to the exegesis of the verse and to the
prophetic tradition related with this issue).
103See de Callatay¨, “Sacredness and esotericism”; Id., Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, pp. 85–87
(“The ultimate books”).
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which no one touches but the pure angels (= Qur↩a¯n 56:79),
and which are in the hands of noble and pious scribes. These
are the substances of the souls and their genera, species, and
particulars, their free management of the bodies, the move-
ments they effect in them, their government of them, and
their judgement about them.104
Leaving aside here the first two books — or, better said, the first two
types of books — as well as the last one, let us focus on the third, which
the Ikhwa¯n identify with the books of nature (kutub al-t.ab¯ı↪a) and which
the text suggests to regard as corresponding to what moderns would
rather call the laws of nature. This part of the text brings us back to what
the Ikhwa¯n wrote in the prologue of the epistle on animals, when they
told us that the disposition and structure of the world was a divine order
and that they had to be taken as an indication and an explanation “to
those with eyes to see, those who consider the secrets of creation, those
who seek for the reality of things and those who contemplate what is in
the horizons in terms of signs, marks and indications.” There is much
to be gained from the comparison of these and other similar passages
in the Rasa¯↩il105 with Ibn Masarra since, in addition to clarifying their
speech on the cosmological components of the system, it shows that the
Ikhwa¯n mention, in more or less the same words as the Andalus¯ı thinker,
the fundamental distinction to be made between those who are able to
see things from within and those who do not go beyond the external
aspect. That a ba¯t.in¯ı character may be acknowledged for both works,
and moreover for the components of the same doctrine, is something
which seems to me quite remarkable.
104Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Epistle 45 (“On the relationship of the Brethren of purity
and their mutual help”), ed. Beirut, vol. 4, pp. 42–43. The other occurrence of the
passage is in epistle 48 (“On the da↪wa¯”). On the image of the world as a book in line
with the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, see also Ebstein and Sviri, “The so-called Risa¯lat
al-h. uru¯f,” pp. 216–217: “This image is characteristic of the thought of the Isma¯↪¯ıl¯ı
Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, and is relevant also for Ibn Masarra and for Ibn al-↪Arab¯ı in their
respective works.”
105For further references on this issue, see Marquet, Philosophie, pp. 313–316 and
“Coran et cre´ation.” See also Ebstein, “The word of God and the divine will,” p.
269: “Like the Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Ibn Masarra too draws a link between divine speech
and divine writing. (. . . ) Similar to the Ikhwa¯n, Ibn Masarra identifies the Qur↩a¯nic
pairs ↪arsh-kurs¯ı (throne-footstool) and qalam-lawh. (pen-tablet) with the universal
intellect and soul. For him, divine writing is an expression of God’s will.”
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“You have read in a certain book”
The present study leads us to analyze a series of common motifs between
the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r and the Rasa¯↩il of the Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩. From the
comparison of both works one must infer that the similarity between
the two works extends to all levels: the same conceptual network of
reference, the same way to interpret the Qur↩a¯n — usually from the
same or similar verses —, the same posture as to the exercising of hu-
man reasoning, the same emphasis on the secret character of the divine
signs and the same ba¯t.in¯ı manner to distinguish between those who are
able to decipher them and those who are not. To this one should add
the use of a very similar formulation and, of course, the same objec-
tive to demonstrate, ultimately, the perfect agreement between the two
approaches, the prophetic and the genuinely philosophical. A more de-
tailed comparison of the two works is likely to confirm these observations,
yet I think that what we have just mentioned will suffice, not only to
rule out once and for all the possibility that similarity between the two
works might be casual, but also to suggest that there may exist a direct
relationship between them. As far as I can see, so close a relationship
cannot be verified with any of the contemporary works which could com-
pare with the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r, whether it be the alchemical treatises
making up the “Corpus Jabirianum,” Ibn Wah. shiyya’s Nabatean Agri-
culture, the philosophical books by Isaac Israeli, or the speculations on
the primeval substances assigned to the Pseudo-Empedocles. Neither
does it seem to me that such precise parallels could be found between
Ibn Masarra’s treatise and any of the works produced about the same
period in the East by the Isma¯↪¯ıl¯ı Neoplatonists Abu¯ H. a¯tim al-Ra¯z¯ı (d.
322/934) and Muh.ammad b. Ah.mad al-Nasaf¯ı (d. circa 331/942) or, later
on, by Abu¯ Ya↪qu¯b al-Sijista¯n¯ı (d. after 361/971) and H. amı¯d al-Dı¯n al-
Kirma¯n¯ı (d. after 411/1021), although it is becoming increasingly clear
that Ibn Masarra’s philosophy is part of the same intellectual milieu as
these authors.106
It appears that one may draw from the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r another
argument pointing to the same conclusion. I refer here to the very be-
ginning of the Risa¯la, immediately next to the invocatory formulas which
Muslim authors use to employ to ask God’s help and clemency. Strangely
enough, these introductory lines seem to have been disregarded by mod-
ern scholarship. They read:
106On this, see the most recent study by Ebstein, “The word of God and the divine
will,” especially pp. 259–260 (“The Eastern Neoplatonists”) and 291–295 (“Conclu-
sions”).
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You have mentioned (dhakarta), may God’s mercy be with
you, what you have read in a certain book (anna-ka qara↩ta
f¯ı ba↪d. al-kutub): that he who seeks indication by contem-
plation (al-mustadill bi-l-i ↪tiba¯r) finds nothing (la¯ yajidu) by
contemplating the world from below upwards other than (illa¯
mithla ma¯) what had been indicated by the prophets (dallat
↪alay-hi) from above downwards. I have therefore resolved
to validate and illustrate it (wa-tat.alla↪tu ila¯ tah. q¯ıq dha¯lika
wa-tamth¯ıli-hi).107 (translation by Stroumsa and Sviri)
Thus, Ibn Masarra begins the treatise by alluding to a man about
whom we learn that he, or more exactly the book he is said to have
read, was Ibn Masarra’s pretext for writing his Risa¯la. The man in
question is not referred to by name, but regarding the book he had read,
the passage reveals that it deals with the complete agreement — hence,
Ibn Masarra’s use of the formula la¯ yajidu. . . illa¯ mithla ma¯ — between
what the prophets have indicated and what one can reach by intellectual
contemplation of the signs. Besides, what the passage also reveals to us
is that the objective of the present work will be nothing more than the
“verification” (from the verb h. aqqaqa, literally “demonstrate the validity
of”) and the “illustration” (from the verb maththala, literally “provide
examples for”) of what is to be found in that book.
In other words, Ibn Masarra is warning his reader from the start
that his work will not be wholly original, since it will draw its substance
from another, already existing book. To that other work, Ibn Masarra
only refers as “a certain book” (ba↪d. al-kutub), but all that we have seen
suggests that we can identify it with the corpus of the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n
al-s.afa¯↩, a work which in various manuscripts presents itself as a kita¯b.
108
As to the reason why Ibn Masarra does not name its model specifically,
I would argue that this resulted from the reputation of the Rasa¯↩il as a
profoundly heterodox work. Leaving aside the Isma¯↪¯ıl¯ı authors who used
to count them amongst the most venerable productions of their school
of thought, the Epistles of the Brethren of Purity have always had to
circulate in hostile milieus and in a clandestine form.
Later in the text, Ibn Masarra does not mention again the book from
which he drew his inspiration. What attracts attention, nevertheless, is
the fact that he refers at times to some otherwise unidentified “they,”
107Ibn Masarra, I ↪tiba¯r, ed. Garrido, p. 90, ll. 1–3.
108See Diwald, Kita¯b Ih
˘
wa¯n as.-s.afa¯↩ (III), pp. 16–17. Diwald, as the title of her
study shows, was in favor of terming the corpus “Kita¯b,” instead of “Rasa¯↩il,” contrary
to the majority of modern scholars and classical authors. She was obviously influenced
by the ms Atif Efendi 1681, the oldest of all extant manuscripts, although it must
be added that the great majority of manuscripts present the work not as a kita¯b, but
rather as a collection of rasa¯↩il.
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who suddenly pop up rather abruptly in the middle of the narrative. We
have already met with one of these examples, precisely in the passages
about the footstool and the throne. Although these two passages are
visibly related by the use of identical words and expressions, one notes
that Ibn Masarra writes about the footstool: “He says (fa-qa¯la): “This is
an encompassing sphere, the sphere of the soul, the world of the soul”,”
and that he then writes, about the throne: “[They] say (fa-qa¯lu¯): “This
is the sphere of the intellect, the world of the intellect ”.” Something
similar occurs further down, when the contemplator finally manages to
consider “the Supreme Sovereign” (al-malik al-a↪la¯). There we find the
phrase:
He [The contemplator] observes this supreme sovereign: is
He restricted (a mah. du¯d huwa) in the same way as all that
lies beneath Him? Is He known by limits (yu↪lamu bi-h. udu¯di-
hi) and corresponds to the intellect in the same way that the
intellect corresponds to the soul and the soul to the body?
Not so; they have found Him (bal wajadu¯-hu) by His traces
and signs (bi-a¯tha¯ri-hi wa-a¯ya¯ti-hi), which descend on the
intellect and on that which lies beneath; descend in such a
way that nothing is free from them (la¯ yamtani ↪u min-ha¯
shay ↩). They have not found Him (wa-lam yajidu¯-hu) [to be]
in direct contact with anything (muba¯shiran li-shay ↩in).109
(translation by Stroumsa and Sviri)
One could also recall here the “they” (fa-hum) which Ibn Masarra
uses in the passage on the ladder, with reference to those who are able
to find out, “by the climbing of their intellects,” that there is only one
truth. This usage of the third person plural, right in the middle of the
description of what the unique contemplator of the Risa¯la is able to
see, looks strange, to be sure. Garrido Clemente does not seem to have
wondered about these peculiarities of Ibn Masarra’s text, and the expla-
nation provided by Stroumsa and Sviri appears to me rather vague.110
In view of what we have just mentioned about the book which he used
as a model, could it not be that Ibn Masarra alludes to the authors of
the Rasa¯↩il when he refers to “they”?
But this is not all. Let us now consider the phrase, quoted above,
which immediately follows the passage alluding to the mysterious book
in the introduction of the Risa¯la. It begins with the words: “Know, may
109Ibn Masarra, I ↪tiba¯r, ed. Garrido, p. 98, l. 14–p. 99, l. 2.
110Stroumsa and Sviri, “Ibn Masarra and his Epistle on contemplation,” p. 237: “By
moving to the plural forms fa-qa¯lu¯. . . fa-wajadu¯, Ibn Masarra may indicate here that
the conflation of Qur↩a¯nic and philosophical terms stretches beyond the individual
contemplator and is typical of the philosophical tradition at large.”
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God grant us and you good success (i ↪lam waffaqa-na¯ Alla¯h wa-↩iyya¯-
ka). . . .” The readers more or less familiar with the Ikhwa¯nian corpus
will immediately recognize one of the most characteristic features of the
Brethren’s style, for this is the formula which appears at the beginning
of countless paragraphs throughout the corpus.111 More recently, in a
study focusing on the possible borrowing of Ikhwa¯nian motifs in Ibn
T. ufayl’s H. ayy ibn Yaqz. a¯n, I was surprised to find, among other simi-
lar indications, the same formula strategically placed at the end of the
narrative.112 In my view, the occurrence of this expression — one that
contains a pronoun of the first person plural is otherwise very difficult to
account for in works like the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r or the H. ayy ibn Yaqz. a¯n —
must be interpreted as a wink of connivance among authors and readers
“with eyes to see.”
Conclusions and new research prospects
At the end of this comparison between two classical works in the field
of medieval Islamic thinking, I shall attempt to present the conclusions
to be drawn from this study as regards the Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, Ibn Masarra
and the process of the transfer of knowledge between the former and the
latter.
The implications of the previous considerations regarding the Ikhwa¯n
al-s.afa¯↩ are of great relevance, since they profoundly modify the chronol-
ogy generally assumed by modern scholarship attempting to situate this
encyclopaedic corpus in the history of Islamic thinking. Because of two
testimonies whose importance has been so far overestimated, Tawh. id¯ı’s
Imta¯↪ and S. a¯↪id al-Andalus¯ı’s T. abaqa¯t, conventional wisdom has situ-
ated the redaction of the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ in the second half of
the 4th/10th century and their introduction in al-Andalus in the first
111See de Callatay¨, Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, p. 1: ““God stand by you, as well as by our-
selves, with a spirit coming from Him!), that. . . ” is beyond any doubt the most
common expression in the entire corpus, as it appears at the beginning of innumer-
able paragraphs of this two-thousand-page work.” The presence in Ibn Masarra of
this formula so typical of the Ikhwa¯nian style had already been noted by Stroumsa,
“Ibn Masarra and the beginnings of mystical thought in al-Andalus,” p. 101: “We
may mention his [Ibn Masarra] frequent use of formulas such as: “May God guide
us and you,” a formula that has become almost a shiboleth of the Epistles.” On
Ikhwa¯nian Shibboleth in the literature of al-Andalus, see now de Callatay¨, “From
Ibn Masarra to Ibn ↪Arab¯ı: references, Shibboleths and other subtle allusions to the
Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ in the literature of al-Andalus.”
112de Callatay¨, “Did the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ inspire Ibn T. ufayl to his H. ayy Ibn
Yaqdha¯n?,” p. 88.
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half of the 5th/11th century. It is now becoming increasingly clear that
both dates are wrong and that they should be corrected by at least half
a century each. From the Rutbat al-h. ak¯ım and the Gha¯yat al-h. ak¯ım, two
works by Maslama al-Qurt.ub¯ı (d. 353/964), one can infer that copies
of the Epistles were circulating in al-Andalus already before 950 CE,
which implies that the original compilation must have begun some time
before in the East. The identification of the Rasa¯↩il as the model for
the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r naturally confirms this ultimate supposition, Ibn
Masarra’s death in 319/931 becoming now the new terminus ad quem
for the compilation of the work. Unfortunately, nothing is known about
the date of composition of the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r ; also, nothing is known
about those of the Kita¯b khawa¯s.s. al-h. uru¯f and the other works ascribed
to Ibn Masarra. The journey of the Andalus¯ı sage to the East, which
presents itself as the episode of his life which could most naturally be
put into relation with his discovery of the Ikhwa¯nian encyclopaedia,113
is usually situated around the 300/910s, some twenty years before his
death.
In view of the success enjoyed by the Rasa¯↩il over the centuries —
it will suffice to recall here the figure of over one hundred manuscripts,
as opposed to the unique codex extant of Ibn Masarra’s work —, to put
their compilation half a century back in time with respect to the date
traditionally adopted has significant implications for the intellectual his-
tory of the Arab-Muslim world, and this is as valid for the particular
context of al-Andalus as for any other part of the da¯r al-isla¯m. I shall
restrict myself to giving one single example. From various features com-
mon to the doctrine of the Ikhwa¯n and al-Fa¯ra¯b¯ı (d. 339/950), beginning
with the conception of the virtuous city, the influence of one work upon
the other has been acknowledged at times in modern scholarship, and
the traditional chronology assigned to the Ikhwa¯n has generally favored
the hypothesis that it is the Ikhwa¯n who were influenced by al-Fa¯ra¯b¯ı.114
The chronology which the previous considerations lead us to adopt al-
lows us to contemplate the alternative hypothesis as equally, if not more,
realistic. In this sense, our present investigation could be seen as a confir-
mation of Abbas Hamdani’s assumption that the Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ should
be placed “between al-Kind¯ı and al-Fa¯ra¯b¯ı.”115
113On this, see also Ebstein, “The word of God and the divine will,” p. 261: “Finally,
a` propos of Ibn Masarra (d. 319/931), it is possible that he became acquainted with
the Ikhwa¯n’s epistles or with the intellectual milieu that produced them during his
visit to the East or to the North African town of Qayrawa¯n.”
114Walzer, “al-Fa¯ra¯b¯ı,” p. 780: “Al-Fa¯ra¯b¯ı’s importance for subsequent Islamic
philosophers is considerable, and would well deserve to be described in detail. His
impact on the writings of 4th/10th century authors such as the Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩, al-
Mas↪u¯d¯ı, Miskawayh, and Abu¯’l-H. asan Muh. ammad al-↪A¯mir¯ı is undeniable.”
115Hamdani, “The Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩: Between al-Kind¯ı and al-Fa¯ra¯b¯ı.” See also Baf-
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Regarding Ibn Masarra, one of the most controversial figures in the
history of Islamic thought, the present contribution invites us to recon-
sider some interpretations and to confirm others. Undoubtedly, the most
significant is that the form of Ibn Masarra’s thought is less original than
what has generally been admitted so far, in any case with respect to one
of his two extant works. Now it is evident that less originality does not
mean at all that we should consider Ibn Masarra a “plagiarist.” Until
the opposite can be demonstrated, the creation of the narrative struc-
ture of the Risa¯lat al-i ↪tiba¯r remains entirely his and, as far as we have
been able to verify, one cannot accuse him either of having literally and
blindly reproduced a single passage from its model, for which he is clearly
to be distinguished from the author of the Rutba and the Gha¯ya. As for
the substance of the text, if it is plain that Ibn Masarra modeled it on
others’ works, it would also be fair to admit that Ibn Masarra himself
acknowledged his debt, and this in the most sincere and explicit manner.
Now, in the discussion about his doctrinal affinities, it is also obvious
that our study, though not denying or minimalizing Ibn Masarra’s mysti-
cal dimensions, brings him closer to the properly philosophical reflection
of the Muslim Neoplatonists and to their typical manner of interpreting
the Qur↩a¯n, according to the allegorical way described by Altmann.
This confirms the observations about Ibn Masarra’s work in a series of
recent studies, in particular those of Fierro, Stroumsa, Sviri, and Ebstein.
All these studies agree in placing the Andalus¯ı sage into the resolutely
ba¯t.in¯ı context which characterizes the production, over the 4
th/10th cen-
tury, of a multitude of works, amongst which the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩
and the Gha¯ya-Picatrix by Maslama Ibn Qa¯sim al-Qurt.ub¯ı, their trans-
mitter to al-Andalus, are most frequently mentioned.116 And this is
fioni, “Al-Mad¯ınah al-fa¯d. ilah.”
116See for instance Fierro, “Ba¯t.inism in al-Andalus,” pp. 105–106: “What is clear
is that Ibn Masarra was a ba¯t.in¯ı, in the general sense of someone interested in the
esoteric interpretation of the sacred texts. In Ibn Masarra’s doctrine, the four es-
sential notions to be found in every ba¯t.in¯ı system are present: ba¯t.in, ta↩w¯ıl, kha¯s.s.
wa-↪a¯mm and taqiyya. And it seems to be ba¯t.inism that Ibn Masarra and Maslama
b. Qa¯sim have in common”; Stroumsa, “Ibn Masarra and the beginnings of mysti-
cal thought in al-Andalus,” p. 101: “Ibn Masarra’s terminology and argumentations
are often reminiscent of the Epistles of the Pure Brethren (Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩).
(. . . ) In this context, it seems that Ibn Masarra’s description in Muslim sources as
ba¯t.in¯ı, a description which modern scholars have usually interpreted as referring to
his esoteric mystical teaching, may in fact point to (or rather, also point to) possible
influences of Fatimid Neo-Platonism, which at that precise moment was establishing
itself in north Africa”; Ebstein and Sviri, “The so-called Risa¯lat al-h. uru¯f (Epistles
on Letters) ascribed to Sahl al-Tustar¯ı,” p. 224: “We must first examine the milieu
in tenth-century al-Andalus in which esoteric teachings, such as those we find in Ibn
Masarra’s works, could have prevailed. In addition to Ibn Masarra’s works, we have
two other literary witnesses to this milieu relevant for our discussion: Gha¯yat al-
h. ak¯ım (The Goal of the Sage, known in the Latin world as Picatrix) and the Rasa¯↩il
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indeed also the direction towards which point the medieval sources, pro-
vided one reads them without prejudice. From the excellent investiga-
tion made by Vahid Brown on the sources about Ibn Masarra, not only
does one conclude that the thesis of Ibn Masarra, follower of Empedo-
cles (or, if one prefers, of the Pseudo-Empedocles) was a myth — or “a
complete blind alley,” as Brown writes117 — of modern scholarship; one
must also conclude (in any case, this is the impression I have), that Ibn
Masarra must have shared many things with the Brethren of Purity as
well as with Maslama al-Qurt.ub¯ı. Thus, from the Akhba¯r al-fuqaha¯↩ wa-
’l-muh. addith¯ın by al-Khushan¯ı (d. 371/981), a source which Brown holds
as one of the most important because of its early date, one learns that
Ibn Masarra wrote several books in the manner of what the “esotericists”
(ahl al-↪ilm al-ba¯t.in) had said in their speeches — here are mentioned,
among others, Dhu¯-l-Nu¯n al-Akhmı¯mı¯ and Abu¯ Sa↪id al-Aska¯f — and,
moreover, that he warned his readers against following any other kind of
study. A few lines further, the historian also recalls that part of the peo-
ple accused him of holding heretical notions (bida↪), among other things
because of his interpretation (ta↩w¯ıl) of the Qur↩a¯nic verses and because
he refused to settle for the sciences as they were known and practiced
in al-Andalus. This is what prompted Ibn Masarra to leave Co´rdoba
for his refuge in the mountains, if we are to believe al-Khushan¯ı in the
subsequent lines of his work.118 Some testimonies collected for the first
time by Brown in his chronological catalogue of sources also invite us to
reconsider the reasons for Ibn Masarra’s long-lasting fame as well as for
the occult character of his teaching. Underpinning in this respect the
role of various generations of authors from the region of Murcia, such
as Ibn Mar↩a Ibn Dahha¯q (d. 610/1214), Muh. y¯ı al-Dı¯n Ibn al-↪Arab¯ı (d.
638/1240) and Ibn Sab↪¯ın (d. c. 668/1270), Brown’s thesis convincingly
demonstrates that the fame enjoyed by Ibn Masarra during a substantial
part of the Middle Ages, and certainly more so in the 7th/13th century,
was not that of a Muslim follower of Empedocles nor that of a mystic
reputed for a specific form of asceticism, but rather that of an expert
Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ (Epistles of the Sincere Brethren)”; Fierro, “Plants, Mary the Copt,
Abraham, donkeys and knowledge,” p. 132: “Maslama b. Qa¯sim was not the only
Andalusi of his generation dealing with such issues as the attainment of the highest
kind of knowledge through rational speculation (naz.ar). His older contemporary Ibn
Masarra also believed in it.”
117Brown, Reappraisal, p. 7: “I will begin with the writers who have labored under
what I will call, after S.M. Stern’s ground-breaking study, the Empedoclean illusion.
The history of this scholarship and its focus on what has turned out to be a complete
blind alley has all grown out of the somewhat unusual inter-relationships of a small
handful of sources.” On this, see also Garrido Clemente, “El debate acerca el presunto
influjo del Pseudo-Empe´docles.”
118See Brown, Reappraisal, pp. 51–54.
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in theurgic operations called tas. r¯ıf or tas.arruf, that is, in the magical
practice involved in the s¯ımı¯ya¯ or ↪ilm al-h. uru¯f (“science [of the inter-
pretation] of letters”). As a passage from Ibn al-↪Arab¯ı’s Kita¯b al-mı¯m
wa-’l-wa¯w wa-’l-nu¯n makes it unmistakably clear,119 Ibn Masarra was
believed to have taken a special interest in the “theurgic/occult prop-
erties” (khawa¯s.s.) of the letters, a fact that one may bring in line with
the title — Kita¯b khawa¯s.s. al-h. uru¯f (literally, “the Book of the secret
properties of letters”) — usually assigned to one of his works, although
it would be fair to admit that his letter speculations in that work are
philosophical and mystical rather than magical or theurgical.
As far as I know, there are at least two medieval sources that prove a
kinship between Ibn Masarra and Maslama al-Qurt.ub¯ı, one of which also
provides a reference to the Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩. In the Kita¯b al-↪awa¯↩im min
al-qawa¯↩im of the Ma¯lik¯ı faq¯ıh Abu¯ Bakr Ibn al-↪Arab¯ı (d. 543/1148) —
not to be confused with his famous homonym —, we find the statement
that Ibn Masarra and Maslama al-Qurt.ub¯ı were both considered to be-
long to “the people gone astray” (qawm min al-d. ulla¯l), an affirmation all
the more telling that it does not include the name of any other thinker
as pertaining to the same category of people.120 The other testimony
comes from the Fath. al-mushtarak by Ibn Sab↪¯ın (d. c. 668/1270) and
deals with the practice of “science of letters” (s¯ımı¯ya¯). Ibn Sab↪¯ın distin-
guishes five ways of practicing s¯ımı¯ya¯, approving of three as “healthy”
(sah. ı¯h. ) and condemning two as dubious. The three practices acknowl-
edged as valid are the “miracles” (kara¯ma¯t) of the jurist (faq¯ıh), the
“theurgy” (tas. r¯ıf ) of the sage (h. ak¯ım) and the “trial” (fitna) of the inti-
mate [of God] (muqarrab). Contrasting with these three valid manners,
the two types which Ibn Sab↪¯ın reproves are, on the one hand, “that
mentioned by Maslama al-Majr¯ıt¯ı, the author of the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-
s.afa¯↩” and, on the other hand, “that which Ibn Masarra claims to have
acquired.”121 This testimony of Ibn Sab↪¯ın, which Brown was the first to
put in line with the figure of Ibn Masarra, is very interesting. In ascrib-
ing the authorship of the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n al-s.afa¯↩ to Maslama al-Majr¯ıt¯ı,
that is, to the famous astronomer who died in 398/1007, Ibn Sab↪¯ın pre-
dates in reality the confusion made by al-Jildak¯ı (d. 743/1342) and by
Ibn Khaldu¯n (d. 808/1406) between Maslama al-Majr¯ıt¯ı and Maslama
119Ibn al-↪Arab¯ı, Kita¯b al-mı¯m wa-’l-wa¯w wa-’l-nu¯n, ed. and tr. Gilis (Beirut, 2002),
p. 56 of the English translation. See Brown, Reappraisal, pp. 75–77 and pp. 114–115.
120Abu¯ Bakr Ibn al-↪Arab¯ı, Kita¯b al-↪awa¯↩im, ed. T. a¯lib¯ı in A¯ra¯ Ab¯ı Bakr ibn al-
↪Arab¯ı al-kala¯miyya (Algiers, 1974), vol. 2, p. 493. See also Fierro, “Ba¯t.inism,” p.
102; Mar´ın, “Abu¯ Sa↪¯ıd ibn al-A↪ra¯b¯ı et le de´veloppement du soufisme en al-Andalus,”
p. 32; Brown, Reappraisal, pp. 69–70.
121Ibn Sab↪¯ın, al-Fath. al-mushtarak, apud Rasa¯↩il Ibn Sab ↪¯ın, ed. Badaw¯ı, pp. 247–
258, here p. 253. See also Brown, Reappraisal, pp. 84–85.
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al-Qurtub¯ı, the genuine author of the Rutbat al-h. ak¯ım and the Gha¯yat
al-h. ak¯ım whom a tradition, mistaken as well, credits with the author-
ship of the Risa¯lat al-ja¯mi ↪a and at times even with the entire bulk of
the Ikhwa¯nian corpus.122 Otherwise, Ibn Sab↪¯ın’s statement is in per-
fect agreement with the judgment of the faq¯ıh Ibn al-↪Arab¯ı viewing Ibn
Masarra and Maslama al-Qurt.ub¯ı as two representatives of people gone
astray. That the discussion comes about in connection with the “science
of letters” is a confirmation of what we said earlier about Ibn Masarra’s
predilection for the occult properties of things. As was mentioned before,
I shall leave for a future study the analysis of his Kita¯b khawa¯s.s. al-h. uru¯f
in comparison with other works in the same field and supposedly per-
taining to the same cultural milieu, but what I would like to mention
here is that, out of all the elements which we have just mentioned re-
garding Ibn Masarra, there is none that does not remind us closely of
the traditionalist and occultist Maslama as well as of the Rasa¯↩il Ikhwa¯n
al-s.afa¯↩.
Now that we have considered the implications of the present study
for the Ikhwa¯n and for Ibn Masarra, the question of the mode or point
of transmission between the former and the latter remains. It is obvious
that we shall not be able to answer in a definitive manner, if only due to
the aura of mystery that surrounds the identity of our encyclopaedists,
but neither does it seem to me that we are lacking information which
would help us to identify a plausible general context and to put forward
likely hypotheses. Fortunately, we have nowadays at our disposal a series
of recent publications which can help us considerably in our research.
Among these, one can mention Manuela Mar´ın’s article about the S. u¯f¯ı
Abu¯ Sa↪¯ıd ibn al-A↪ra¯b¯ı (d. 341/952), from Basra, and his impact on
al-Andalus for having been the master of no less than 67 local students,
including Maslama al-Qurt.ub¯ı, the author of the Rutba and the Gha¯ya
and, definitely, the genuine introducer of the Rasa¯↩il into the western
part of the Islamic world.123 Claude Addas followed a similar direction
in her article on “Andalus¯ı mysticism and the rise of Ibn ↪Arab¯ı,” where
it is noted in passing, regarding our remote predecessor of al-Shaykh
al-Akbar, that
all the principal persons among whom Ibn Masarra grew up
had, then, visited the East and studied there, thereby com-
ing into contact, directly or indirectly, with the various mys-
tical, theological and philosophical doctrines circulating in
that part of the Muslim world, and likely to appear suspi-
122See de Callatay¨, “Magia en al-Andalus.”
123Mar´ın, “Abu¯ Sa↪¯ıd ibn al-A↪ra¯b¯ı et le de´veloppement du soufisme en al-Andalus.”
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cious in the eyes of the Andalus¯ı fuqaha¯↩.124
One may also benefit from Maribel Fierro’s studies of various champi-
ons of heterodoxy under the Umayyad caliphate in al-Andalus in the
4th/10th century — in particular, here again, the Cordoban Ibn Masarra
and Maslama al-Qurt.ub¯ı — and of the evident eastern roots of this form
of Andalus¯ı ba¯t.inism.
125 In her contribution to the recent Festschrift
for Heinz Halm, Fierro re-emphasized the Neoplatonic component in the
esoteric doctrines as shared by Ibn Masarra, Maslama and the Ikhwa¯n al-
s.afa¯↩, and goes as far as stressing the influence of elements of “H. arra¯n¯ı”
provenance up to the policy promoted by ↪Abd al-Rah.ma¯n III in order to
legitimize his power vis-a`-vis the rival Fa¯t.imids.
126 Equally useful are the
observations by Sara Sviri and Michael Ebstein, who in their recent study
of “the so-called Risa¯lat al-h. uru¯f ascribed to Sahl al-Tustar¯ı” mention
the same cluster of authors and situate them on a spatio-temporal axis
that unites al-Andalus with Bagdad, Ba.sra and Mecca in the 4
th/10th
century.127 Finally, there is undoubtedly also much to gain from the
reading of studies that highlight the contribution of the Jewish and Arab-
Jewish thinkers, themselves at the core of a dense network of traditions
and possible channels of transmission, in the formation of Andalus¯ı mys-
ticism.128
124Addas, “Andalus¯ı mysticism,” p. 914.
125On similarities between Ibn Masarra and Maslama, see for instance Fierro,
“Ba¯t.inism,” pp. 104–105: “Ibn Masarra was influenced by the mystics Sahl al-Tustar¯ı,
Dhu¯ l-Nu¯n al-Mis.r¯ı and Abu¯ Ya↪qu¯b al-Nahraju¯r¯ı, and became a suf¯ı philosopher who
taught his doctrines to his followers in secret, and who was concerned with the cessa-
tion of prophecy. On his part, Maslama b. Qa¯sim al-Qurt.ub¯ı studied in Bas.ra with a
pupil of Sahl al-Tustar¯ı, Ibn Sa¯lim al-Tustar¯ı. Maslama transmitted in al-Andalus a
work of Dhu¯ l-Nu¯n al-Mis.r¯ı, considered himself a philosopher, and was also concerned
with the cessation of prophecy. Maslama b. Qa¯sim could have met Ibn Masarra as the
former was born in 293/906 and Ibn Masarra died in 319/931, that is, when Maslama
was twenty-five years old. If Ibn Masarra was not his teacher, Maslama must have
been acquainted with his doctrines, at least indirectly, as three of his teachers refuted
Ibn Masarra’s works.” See also, from the same author: La heterodoxia en al-Andalus;
“Una refutacio´n contra Ibn Masarra”; “Heresy in al-Andalus”; “The polemic about
the Kara¯ma¯t al-awliya¯↩”; “La magia en al-Andalus.”
126Fierro, “Plants, Mary the Copt, Abraham, donkeys and knowledge.”
127Ebstein and Sviri, “The so-called Risa¯lat al-h. uru¯f (Epistles on Letters) ascribed
to Sahl al-Tustar¯ı.” See also Ebstein, “The word of God and the divine will.” For
all this, see now Ebstein, Mysticism and philosophy in al-Andalus. Ibn Masarra, Ibn
al-↪Arab¯ı and the Isma¯ ↪¯ıl¯ı tradition. It should be mentioned here that this excellent
work, with whose conclusions I largely concur, had not yet been published when the
present study was prepared.
128See for instance Stroumsa, “Ibn Masarra and the beginnings of mystical thought
in al-Andalus”; Brown, “Andalus¯ı mysticism: a recontextualization.”
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